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What You'll Learn 


It's a fact of professional life that you"ll need to deal with stress and 
overwork, but we can handle only so much of each before we risk burning 
out. The personal and professional consequences of burnout are 
debilitating: You feel as 1f you're in a fog of exhaustion, negativity, and 
ineffectiveness. You feel disillusioned with your job, and your productivity 
slows to a crawl. Your work, home life, and health all suffer. 

Fortunately, there are steps you can take to prevent and recover from 
burnout. This book will help you under stand the causes and risk factors, 
how to protect yourself and your team, and what you should do now 1f 
you”re already suffering from burnout. 

One of the most common myths about burnout 1s that 1t's a work-life 
balance problem, not a workplace problem. But we shouldn'”t try to take on 
burnout by ourselves; real change needs to happen at the team and 
organizational levels. No matter your role in your company, you can make a 
difference. Set reasonable and healthy expectations for yourself and others. 
Be aware of signs of burnout im your employees and coworkers. Design 
jobs and make hires that will push back against burnout culture. Together 
with your colleagues, you can combat burnout and make your workplace 


more psychologically safe and productive. 


This guide contains practical tips and advice to help you and your team 


navigate the perils of workplace burnout. You'll learn how to: 


e Assess your level of risk 

e Distinguish between stress and burnout 

e Recognize the symptoms in yourself and others 

e Mitigate the effects of always-on culture when working at home 
e Understand how passion can lead to burnout 

e Return to healthy engagement 

e Know when you need to leave your job 

e Prevent burnout on your team-—even 1f you 're burned out 

e Protect your high performers from burning out 

e Assess and measure levels of burnout in your organization 


e Contribute to a happier, healthier workplace of the future 
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INTRODUCTION 


Rethinking Burnout 


by Jennifer Moss 


For over 40 years, scientists, academics, and workplace experts were stuck 
in debate over a clear, unified definition of “burnout.” While the discussion 
dragged on, popular culture defined 1t for us. We were told that burnout 1s a 
work-life balance problem, not a workplace problem, a “me” issue, not a 
“we” issue. We were ushered down the path of trying to solve burnout by 
ourselves, struggling to fix a problem that wasn't ours alone to fix. 

Finally, in 2019, the World Health Organization (WHO) attempted to 
put an end to the debate by including burnout im the 1lth revision of the 
International Classification of Diseases (ICD-11) as an occupational 
phenomenon, a “syndrome conceptualized as resulting from chronic 
workplace stress that has not been successfully managed.” Although the 
WHO didn't clearly state that accountability should reside at the 
organizational level, it placed a stake firmly in the ground by clarming 
burnout “refers specifically to phenomena im the occupational context and 
should not be applied to describe experiences in other areas of life” (italics 


in both quotes are mine). 


This 1s a big deal. For decades, we had to preface the syndrome as 
“occupational burnout.” Now that the WHO has clearly demarcated burnout 
as a workplace problem, organizations are on notice. Leaders must focus on 
systems and policies that prioritize psychological safety for their 
employees, as they do for physical safety. We have clear rules that protect 
people from working im smoke-filled spaces or buildings riddled with 
asbestos; shouldn't we equally protect them from working im emotionally 


toxic environments that systemically cause burnout? 


How to Detect Something We Cannot See 


Three of the foremost experts on burnout—Christina Maslach, Michael 
Leiter, and Susan E. Jackson—agree that burnout is an occupational 
phenomenon. In 1981, the team was responsible for developing the Maslach 
Burnout Inventory (MBI), an assessment intended to help organizations 
gather data to better navigate the unknowns of burnout. Forty years later, 
their findings would become the basis for the WHO announcement. 
Maslach, Leiter, and Jackson defined burnout as a “psychological 
syndrome emerging as a prolonged response to chronic interpersonal 
stressors on the job. The three key dimensions of this response are 
overwhelming exhaustion, feelings of cynicism and detachment from the 
job, and a sense of imeffectiveness and lack of accomplishment.” Although 
these three dimensions —exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy — 
helped us understand the negative outcomes of burnout, it remaimed a 


challenge to reliably detect them 1n ourselves and others. 


As the MBI has evolved through four editions, it continues to be the 
best benchmark for measuring burnout and the strongest defense against 1t, 
when 1ts results are interpreted properly. However, leaders often struggle to 
administer the MBI correctly or interpret the MBI's findings, rendering 
their best weapon as useless or even harmful. (Maslach and Leiter discuss 
these misuses and explain how organizations can avoid them m chapter 24 
of this guide.) 

Burnout may also hide in the data when leaders look to measures like 
engagement and productivity as yardsticks for well-being, which often 
grossly misdiagnose underlying issues like stress, anxiety, and subsequently 
burnout. High performers are excellent at meeting productivity goals and 
often self-report as engaged even when they are highly stressed and burned 
out. Researchers at Plasticity Labs conducted a study that analyzed 3,500 
educational professionals over three years and found that m all roles, 
engagement was high.! For years, leaders had used this measure as the 
foundation for their strategic wellness programming and resource 
allocations. Only when the researchers started to gather data specific to 
well-being and other social-emotional factors like hope, efficacy, resilience, 
stress, and overall happiness levels, did they realize that although 
employees were engaged, many were burned out and significantly unwell. 

To detect the things we cannot see, we have to ask better questions 
further upstream. A simple yet powerful question 1s to ask your employees, 
“What 1s the single biggest frustration you are experiencing right now?” 
Typically, the problems are just small, irritating, daily experiences that chip 
away at people. They are the broken-down printers at the nurses” station 


that force staff to run down the hall to the working printer for their patients” 


printouts—despite the $100 cost for repair. They show up in coffee you 
have to pay for mm the break room because “times are tight.” They appear 
when “working from home” means you have to post to Slack every time 
you take a five-minute break. They appear im excruciating ways, as when an 
email pops up from your boss at 10:00 p.m. with a not-so-subtle expectation 
for a response. They are the bathroom stalls where you have to pump your 
breast milk because there 1s no other private place. They are the empty 
parking spots you drive past, reserved for VIPs who never use them, and the 
exorbitant budgets for things you can never use. 

These few examples are all preventable; yet 1f there are no 
mechanisms to monitor issues like these—or anyone asking the staff what 1s 
gnawing at them—they end up being like a sickness that festers and 
spreads. 

Burnout can be detected. We can see the unseen. It just requires an 
intentional and frequent interest im how people are feeling and a 
commitment to follow through. It also helps to identify which groups are at 


the highest risk. 
Caregiver Syndrome and Passion-Driven Burnout 
The Mayo Clinic describes the list of job burnout risk factors as: 
e You identify so strongly with work that you lack balance between your 
work life and your personal life 


e You have a high workload, including overtime work 


e You try to be everything to everyone 


e You work 1n a helping profession, such as health care 


e You feel you have little or no control over your work 


* Your job is monotonous? 


While burnout can affect anyone, at any age, mn any industry, there are 
certain sectors and roles at increased risk. Purpose-driven work-—work 
people love and feel passionately about —is one of them. Mission-driven 
executives, nonprofit employees, teachers, principals, nurses, and 
physicians are some of the people most at risk for burnout. According to a 
study published mn the Journal of Personality, this type of labor can breed 
obsessive passion (as opposed to harmonious passion), which predicts an 
increase of conflict and, thus, burnout.? On its list, the Mayo Clinic 
attributes several risks —the first, third, and fourth items—to caregiver and 
passion-driven burnout. 

Notably however, anyone passionate about what they do 1s at high risk 
of burnout, especially high performers. A Canadian study analyzed 
responses from 3,715 employees across 12 organizations and found that 
employees driven by purpose are significantly more stressed and score 
lower for well-beimg, resilience, and self-efficacy than those who are not. 
David Whiteside, who has a PhD in organizational behavior and led the 
study, emphasized that “despite the clear benefits of feeling meaningfully 
connected to your work, our data suggests that there are often real and 
undiscussed complications of purpose-driven work on employees” health 


that can be related to the experience of burnout long-term.”? 


The Effects of a Pandemic on the Burnout Epidemic 


Burnout almost always stems from three unsustainable workplace practices: 
untenable workload, misalignment with the values of the organization, or 
routine overqualification for a job. Each of these begins at work and spills 
over into life outside work; well-being doesn't bifurcate between nine-to- 
five work and home. If work is the cause of our stress and anxiety and is 
causing us to burn out, we feel 1t in every area of our lives. 

So, when a massive event like the global Covid-19 pandemic disrupts 
the workforce at epic proportions, we feel the effects of collective burnout 
at an entirely new level. Roger McIntyre, University of Toronto professor of 
psychiatry and pharmacology, has described the acceleration of burnout as 
an “echo pandemic.” 

Long before the chaos of Covid-19, burnout was a rapidly evolving 
epidemic of its own. According to Stanford University researchers in 2016, 
the effects of workplace stress totaled $190 billion in the United States 
every year-—roughly 8% of national health-care outlays—and resulted in 
120,000 deaths.º Worldwide, 615 million suffer from depression and 
anxiety, which, according to a recent WHO study, cost the global workforce 
an estimated $1 trillion in lost productivity cach year. The years ahead are 
sure to push these numbers to even more alarming levels. 

Amid the pandemic, far too many people risked their personal safety to 
bring critical services to the public. These essential workers were offered 
salary raises, only to have them clawed back when 1t was deemed safe to be 
at work. Health-care workers were required to jump into a war zone each 
day, battling at the front lines without adequate equipment, tools, resources, 
and breaks. Within a few months of the outbreak, 47% of Canadian 


healthcare workers reported a need for psychological support. In China, the 


workers reported high rates of depression (50%), anxiety (45%), and 
insomnia (34%). And in Pakistan, large numbers reported moderate (42%) 
to severe (26%) psychological distress.º After days filled with death and 
enormous personal risk, health-care workers would go home to quarantine, 
waving to their spouses and children when they most needed a hug. 

We may not fully grasp the impact of the pandemic on the workforce 
for years, but there 1s no denying that the major shifts m how we work are 
certam to cause burnout 1f ignored. Collective stress and anxiety 
skyrocketed to its highest levels im decades. Not only were people 
concerned for their health, but many were suddenly thrust into a steep 
remote-work learning curve, forced to add 30% more hours just to reach the 
same pre-pandemic productivity levels. Multiply this by the roughly 2.6 
bilhon people in lockdown worldwide at the height of the pandemic. 

The additional stresses brought on by the crisis hit at-risk populations 
all the more sharply. According to research by Adia Harvey Wingfield, 
professor of arts and sciences and associate dean at Washington University, 
Black health-care providers are subject to a specific kind of burnout, stress, 
and exhaustion: “Frequently, this happens not only because many are 
working in under-resourced public facilities, but because they are also 
dealing with the racial implications of their work-—caring for low-income 
patients of color whom even many of their white colleagues view through a 
racially stereotyped lens as drug abusers, noncompliant patients, or 
irresponsible parents.”” 

Another important voice on the topic of Black burnout is award- 
winning author and poet Tiana Clark, who teaches creative writing at 


Southern Illinois University at Edwardsville. In response to a piece on 


millennial burnout that omitted the Black experience of burnout, she wrote 
that when it comes to burnout for Black Americans, “the data is bleak.” 
Getting paid 61 cents for every dollar a white male counterpart makes is 
already disturbingly unjust, but compounded with the stress of the everyday 
racism the Black workforce experiences, it is exhausting. Clark says, 
“Burnout for white, upper-middle-class millennials might be taxing 
mentally, but the consequences of being overworked and underpaid while 
managing micro aggressions toward marginalized groups damages our 
bodies by the minute with greater intensity.”8 

We need to make sure the questions we ask about burnout are nuanced 
and inclusive. If we gather data with bias, we get data that doesn"t serve 
everyone —and a one-size-fits-all approach to battling burnout. 

Another at-risk group for burnout is working parents, especially as the 
number of families in which both parents worked outside the home doubled 
over the last 30 years.” Already pulled in too many directions, by and large 
the pandemic overwhelmed them. Attempting to work full-time while 
homeschooling their children and keeping them safe amid uncertamty and 
social 1solation was literally exhausting. Early research from the lockdown 
claimed that 46% of parents stated their stress level was 8 or greater (out of 
10), and 28% of quarantined parents warranted a diagnosis of “trauma- 
related mental health disorder.” 10 

On a more optimistic note, working from home and having flexible 
work hours are positives for many employees and their employers. One 
Stanford study, led by professor Nicholas Bloom, analyzed 500 employees 
who were divided into two groups, with half working at home and the other 


half remaining in the office.!! The outcomes sided significantly in favor of 


working from home. In this group, employee attrition was reduced by 50 
percent among the virtual employees, and they took shorter breaks, took 
less time off, and had fewer sick days. The company also saved 


approximately $2,000 per employee on commercial rent. 


Work from Home Forever ... Cause or Cure? 


Another major shift as a result of lockdown was the number of people who 
would choose to work from home indefinitely. It kicked off a wave of 
companies going “digital first,” where suddenly offices were shuttered. 
While a significant portion of the knowledge-based workforce has long 
sought this kind of flexibility (a large-scale poll of people m multiple 
industries found that 59% say they would happily stay working from home, 
given the option); others were loath to give up face-to-face meetings, high- 
fives, handshakes, and a defined barrier between work and home.!2 

Industries like tech were mostly thrilled by the new policy. Teachers 
felt the opposite, many describing virtual learning as a failed experiment. 
Stories of educators (both a helping profession and a passion profession) 
leaving their field because of burnout were rampant on social media and in 
the news cycle.!? According to one survey of 8,100 teachers and school 
leaders, up to 70% felt “exhausted and disconnected from students, with 
some losing sleep over learning struggles and some students” inability to 
adapt to remote learning.” !4 

And despite the enthusiasm for the work-from-home future, when we 
dig into the data during the pandemic, employees were working an average 


of three more hours per day to achieve the same productivity results, and 


women were adding an extra 20 hours per week as they were the primary 


Jugglers of family and work at home. Remote employees require specialized 
management; employers need to watch for signs of bumout withm 
ourselves and employees. Simply analyzing productivity levels 1s not 


enough for leaders to determine whether this policy 1s truly sustainable. 


Business as Unusual 


Adjusting to such a major disruption im our workforce and im our lives will 
take years; we may never go back to business as usual. Although change 
can conjure feelings of anxiety and uncertamty, it can also give us huge 
opportunities for growth, depending on how we use adversity to our benefit. 
States of discomfort often force us to find new footing, and 1f there was 
ever a time of discomfort, 2020 was 1t. Addressing topics of well-being, 
mental health, and mental illness has never been more paramount. As we've 
witnessed the pervasive stress and peered deeply into our colleagues” lives 
via webcam, we can't, as employers, deny our role and responsibility im 
employees” overall well-being. This change gives us a wide berth to tackle 
burnout where we can—for ourselves, our teams, and our organizations— 
and to make 1t a strategic priority. 

As you navigate through the four sections of the guide, think about 
what we've experienced collectively. We have jointly gone through an 
event that was transformative—because of its global nature and our access 
to information —unlike any other experience 1n history. This was no small 
feat, but people worldwide rose up together. As you read the work of 
brillant scientists, scholars, and experts, imagine how you can rethink 
burnout for a healthier, happier, post-pandemic future at work. How can we 


take this collective compassion and empathy and make it fuel for driving 


change? And, 1f we were willing to make all the sacrifices to protect 
strangers in our community, why wouldn't we make an equal effort m our 
workplaces? Because when 1t comes to burnout, lives hang 1n the balance— 


possibly your own. The time to get 1t right 1s now. 


Jennifer Moss is an award-winning journalist, author, and international 
public speaker. She is a CBC Radio columnist, reporting on topics related to 
happiness and well-being. She contributes regularly to Harvard Business 
Review and writes for the Society of Human Resource Management 
(SHRM). She sits on the Global Happiness Council in support of the UNºs 
Sustainable Development Goals related to well-being. Her book Unlocking 
Happiness at Work was named Business Book of the Year, and her 
forthcoming book on burnout will be published by Harvard Business 


Review Press. 
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SECTION ONE 


Protecting Yourself from Burnout 


CHAPTER 1 


Don't Get Surprised by Burnout 
by Steven D'Souza 


Coming back to the U.K. after an intensive, three-day consulting trip, I was 
on the edge of a panic attack. For a few seconds, I had a vivid “day-mare” 
of myself in the hospital, surrounded by doctors, with no way to cope or 
communicate coherently. As the vision passed, I became aware, for the first 
time 1n a long time, of a great heaviness and tiredness in my body. I realized 
— with some surprise—that I was burned out. 

On the back of an envelope, I calculated that I had been working im 
over a dozen countries during the last few months —sometimes three 
countries 1n a single week. Because my collaborators and clients span time 
zones, the days were often long. Maybe I should have seen this coming. 

It's not as 1f there were no warning signs. Some of these were pretty 
big: Pd had writer's block for months, seemingly unable to start my new 
book. Some were smaller but no less telltale: It took me five weeks on an 
assignment 1n Singapore to even realize the hotel overlooked a beach! 

Why was I so oblivious to being on the edge of burmnout—or, more 
accurately, descending further into burnout? Perhaps because I love my 


work and often don”t frame it as work. If this 1s a problem, I reasoned, 1t's 


one lots of people would love to have. I feel very lucky to do work I am 
passionate about, and I like the people I get to work with. 

And yet such positivity, Ive learned, can backfire. Because I love and 
appreciate my work, my mental “immune system” had nothing to reject. It 
had become too much of a good thing; the axiom “a strength overplayed 
can be a liability” leaps to mind. 

Here's the tricky part. Therapy, coaching, exercise, or meditation may 
relieve the symptoms of burnout and help us cope—or even thrive—in 
these conditions, but they won't necessarily change the conditions 
themselves. 

For those of us who have already tried mindfulness and deep breathing 
and other exercises, and are still strugeling with burnout, we might also 
need to challenge some fundamental assumptions around how much we can 
really do and develop the capability and permission to not do. 

We don't have the capacity to “do 1t all,” just as we cannot “have 1t 
all.” 

In a world of excess domg, we need to develop the capacity to 
mindfully choose not to do. This is far from easy, as 1t means confronting 
deeply held beliefs, many cultural as well as personal, that have served us 
well to date: “Time 1s money.” “If 1t's not done perfectly, 1t 1sn't worth 
doing.” Even the tyranny of the seemingly positive “Carpe Diem” im which 
we must make every moment count. 

At what cost? The truth is, we are much more fragile than we think. 
We need moments of not doing; we need moments that don't count. It's 
these moments that spur creativity and productivity when we turn back to 


“doing” mode. 


For example, with my writer”s block mm full swing and our new book 
completely stalled, my coauthors and I had a meeting where we shared our 
frustration at our lack of progress. Frankly, I was wondering whether to 
abandon the project altogether and be done with the feelings of guilt and 
shame for not contributing. We decided that, rather than push ahead with 
more commitments and more check-m dates, we would give ourselves 
permission not to do anything, just for a few weeks. Just to notice and be 
with our own thoughts, curiosities, and preoccupations, accepting where we 
were. Paradoxically, 1t was at this moment that suddenly I found myself full 
of ideas and eager to put them down on paper. 

In busy organizational lives, with deadlines to meet and clients to 
serve, “permission not to do” 1s far more subtle and needs to be negotiated 
with others. As Ive tried to make peace with not domg, there are three 


things that have helped me: 


Becoming More Aware of “Close Enemies” 


Close enemies 1s a Buddhist concept that describes two things that sound 
very similar but produce opposite results. For example, it might be 
“endurance” and “resilience.” They sound closely related, but an executive 
working on endurance may find themselves feeling more and more depleted 
as they try to do more and more. If you're focused on building resilience, 
however, you ought to feel replenished. Notice which activities genuimely 


replenish you, and which are simply another thing to get done. 


Welcoming Gaps as Opportunities to Rest, Not 
Inconveniences 


When caught up in the pressure to do, we are often hyper aware of all the 
gaps in our day: waiting m a queue or commuting. To a doer, the 
mmefficiency of these gaps can feel frustrating, so we check our mobiles 
while we wait, or schedule calls for our commutes. But if we're 
comfortable with not doing, we can take these as opportunities not to do, 
but to rest. 

Instead of pulling out your phone, just try breathing im and out, making 
the out-breath twice as long as the in-breath. As you breathe, rest in the tiny 
space between the out-breath and the in-breath, then start the process again 
when you need to take an in-breath. Coming back to the breath and body 
produces what Dr. Herbert Benson, Harvard Medical School, calls the 


“relaxation response” and calms the nervous system. 


Creating a “Not Do” List 


A “not do” list includes behaviors you know are not helpful for you. You 
might include not spending time on social media in the evening, or not 
checking your phone while talking with your family or loved ones. You can 
also list tasks you plan to outsource or delegate, or work tasks that you will 
do—eventually —ust not today. This has helped me feel less guilty about 
whatever 1t 1s Im not doing and has helped me focus more wholeheartedly 
on the task mm front of me. Share your not-do list with close friends or 


colleagues you trust to build accountability and support. 


Steven D'Souza is the director of Deeper Learning Ltd., an associate 
professor at IE Business School, Madrid, and associate fellow of the Said 
Business School, University of Oxford. He 1s the author or coauthor of 
Made in Britain with Patrick Clarke, Brilliant Networking, and Not 
Knowing with Diana Renner, which won the CMI Management Book of the 
Year, and Not Doing with Diana Renner. He 1s listed on the Thinkers 50 
Radar and HR Magazine's “Most Influential” list. He 1s working on a 
forthcoming book with Diana Renner and Robert Poynton. Follow him on 


Twitter (mstevenxdsouza. 
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CHAPTER 2 


Six Causes of Burnout, and How to 


Avoid Them 
by Elizabeth Grace Saunders 


You know you're on the verge of burnout: You're perpetually exhausted, 
annoyed, and feeling unaccomplished and unappreciated. Everything in you 
wants to quit your job. But 1s that the best choice? Ultimately only you can 
know what 1s right mn your situation. But there 1s research that can help you 
determine whether you can salvage your current job or whether the 
mismatch between you and your current position 1s so great that you need to 
look for a new one. 

Various models help to explain and predict burnout. One, called the 
Areas of Worklife model (drawn from research by Christina Maslach and 
Michael P. Leiter of the University of California at Berkeley and Acadia 
University, respectively) identifies six areas where you could experience 
imbalances that lead to burnout. As a time management coach, I"ve seen 
that some individuals can make positive shifts m one or more of these areas 
and then happily stay in their current position, while others discover that the 
mismatch 1s still too great and decide that 1t's time to move on. 

Here are the six areas that can lead to burnout and how you can 


attempt to remedy each one. 


1. Workload 


When you have a workload that matches your capacity, you can effectively 
get your work done, have opportunities for rest and recovery, and find time 
for professional growth and development. When you chronically feel 
overloaded, these opportunities to restore balance don't exist. 

To address the stress of your workload, assess how well you're doing 
mm these key areas: planning your workload, prioritizing your work, 
delegating tasks, saying no, and letting go of perfectionism. If you haven't 
been doing one or more of these things, try to make progress in these time 
management skill areas and then see how you feel. For many individuals, 
especially those who have a bent toward people pleasing, some proactive 
effort on reducing their workload can significantly reduce feelings of 


burnout and provide space to rest. 


2. Perceived Lack of Control 


Feeling as if you lack autonomy, access to resources, and a say in decisions 
that impact your professional life can take a toll on your well-beimg. If you 
find yourself feeling out of control, step back and ask yourself, “What 
exactly 1s causing me to feel this way?” For instance, does your boss 
contact you at all hours of the day and night, and make you feel as 1f you 
need to always be on call? Are the priorities within your workplace 
constantly shifting so you can never get ahead? Or do you simply not have 
enough predictability im terms of your physical or people resources to 


effectively perform your job? 


Then ask yourself what you can do to shift this situation. Is 1t possible 
to discuss the issue with your boss to establish better boundaries and not 
respond to messages 24/72 Could you come to an agreement that certain 
priorities will remam constant? Or could you have more resources 1f you 
communicated about what you needed? Once you've considered these 
areas, you can then see what you can do to influence your environment 


versus what won't change no matter what you say or do. 


3. Reward 


If the extrinsic and intrinsic rewards for your job don”t match the amount of 
effort and time you put into them, then you're likely to feel like the 
investment 1s not worth the payoff. 

In these instances, you want to look within and determine exactly what 
you would need to feel properly appreciated. For example, perhaps you 
need to ask for a raise or promotion. Maybe you need more positive 
feedback and face time with your boss. Or perhaps you need to take 
advantage of the rewards you've already accrued, such as taking the comp 
time that you earned during a particularly busy time at the office. 
Experiment to see which rewards would make what you're doing worth 1t to 
you and whether there 1s the opportunity to receive more of those rewards 


within your current work environment. 


4. Community 


Who do you work with or around? How supportive and trusting are those 
relationships? In many cases you can't choose your colleagues and clients, 


but you can improve the dynamic. It could be as simple as taking the time 


to ask others how their day 1s gommg—and really listening. Or sending an 
email to someone to let them know you appreciated their presentation. Or 
choosing to communicate somethng difficult im a respectful, 
nonjudgmental way. Burnout can be contagious, so to elevate your 
individual engagement, you must shift the morale of the group. If you've 
found that once you”ve done all you can, others can't improve or don”t want 


improved relationships, then you may want to consider a job change. 


5. Fairness 


Thmk about whether you believe that you receive fair and equitable 
treatment. For example, are you acknowledged for your contributions or are 
other individuals praised and your work goes unnoticed? Does someone 
else get regular deadline extensions or access to additional resources when 
you don't? 

If you feel that a lack of fairness exacerbates your burnout, start by 
speaking up. Sometimes individuals are unaware of their biases or won't 
take action until you ask for what you want. You can request to be 
mentioned as a contributor, to give part of a presentation, or to have 
additional time and resources. And 1f you still find that the response seems 
inequitable, you can consider bringing that up m a polite way: “I noticed 
that the Chicago team got an additional week to work on their project that 
was originally due on the same date as ours. Can you help me understand 


why that”s not possible for our team as well?” 


6. Values Mismatch 


If you highly value something that your company does not, your motivation 
to work hard and persevere can significantly drop. Ideals and motivations 
tend to be deeply ingraimed mm individuals and organizations. When you're 
assessing this element of burnout, you need to think carefully about how 
important 1t 1s to you to match your values with those of the organization. 
Also consider whether the leaders in your company have shifted their 
values. Look around and ask yourself: How does my boss, my team, and 
my organization make decisions and invest resources? Do I feel good about 
those underlying motivations? Do they seem open to change? If you have 
strongly held values and those with influence in your organization differ 
from yours, you may need to look for a more congruent opportunity. 
Burnout isn't simply about being tired. It's a multifaceted issue that 
requires a multifaceted solution. Before you quit, really think through what 
exactly 1s contributing to your burnout and attempt to make changes. If you 
find that despite your best efforts, little has changed, then see 1f 1t makes 


sense to stay or 1f 1t's time to leave. 


Elizabeth Grace Saunders is a time management coach and the founder of 
Real Life E Time Coaching & Speaking. She is author of How to Invest 
Your Time Like Money and Divine Time Management. Find out more at 


www.RealLifeE.com. 
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CHAPTER 3 


How to Get Through an Extremely 


Busy Time at Work 
by Alice Boyes 


You're an accountant deep in tax season, a junior doctor in residency, or an 
entrepreneur juggling a startup and a baby. Many of us go through seasons 
of life when we have very little personal time. Others may be committed to 
jobs that regularly involve intense and long hours, creating a long-term lack 
of rest. 

While this kind of overwork 1s not ideal, there are undoubtedly 
situations in which it becomes a necessity or makes personal sense. Iºve 
certainly done 1t for periods of my life, for instance, 1n the lead-up to exams 
or to put final polishes on my books. At times like this, when having a full 
weekend off seems like a distant dream, advice on the importance of 
maintaining work-life balance, reducing stress, and getting enough sleep 
can feel like a slap 1n the face. You don't need to be scolded to work less. 
You need practical tips for surviving and thriving when you have to be fully 


committed. Here are some strategies that can help. 


Use Premack's Principle 


Premack's principle (as 1t applies here) 1s to use an easier behavior as a 
reward for a harder behavior. For instance, you can reward yourself for 
finishing a cognitively demanding task (like writing a complex report) by 
completing a low-key but necessary task, like running an errand that helps 
you stay organized. This approach can help you pace yourself during your 
workday, ensuring that you get regular breaks during which your mind can 
shift into a more relaxed gear, while still bemmg productive. Think of 1t like 


recovering from bursts of running by walking instead of stopping. 


Compartmentalize 


Tasks you actually enjoy can become tense, unpleasant experiences 1f, while 
you're doing them, you're mentally elsewhere, feeling stressed and anxious 
about the other hundred things on your list. What's quite pleasurable or 
satisfying for you, even though 1t's time consuming? Perhaps 1t's figuring 
out how best to present an intricate data visualization. Maybe 1t's rehearsing 
speeches in front of friends or family. 

If you know the task is important and you”re approaching it efficiently, 
allow yourself to enjoy 1t. For recurrent hard assignments, think about the 
parts of it you like best at the beginning, middle, and end stages. For 
instance, I like listening to my Mac auto-read-aloud drafts of my blog posts 
when doing my final edits. It's satisfying to find those last few instances 
where Ive repeated a word or made a typo, or the melody of a sentence is 
wrong. I also like the beginning stages of projects mm which I get to top up 


my bram with broad searches on Google Scholar, and the middle stages 


when Im wrestling with parts of what I'm writing that aren't working but 
when my overall structure 1s in place and sound. By articulating distinct, 


enjoyable aspects of tasks, you can be more mindful and savor them. 


Save Small Scraps of Time for Mental Rest 


When you're very busy, 1t's tempting to try to cram productive activity, like 
responding to email or thinking through decisions, into any small crack of 
time. This could be when you're standing im lime at the supermarket, 
waiting for a presentation to start, or in the five minutes between finishing 
one thing and joining a meeting. When you're slammed, 1t can seem 
essential to work during these moments. However, you don't have to. 
Instead, consider using brief waiting times for true mental breaks. Take 
some slow breaths, drop your shoulders, and just chill. 

You don't need to take an all-or-nothimg approach to this tip, of course. 
If using small scraps of time to keep work moving sometimes suits you, 
keep doimg it Monday to Friday, but on the weekend, consider giving 


yourself those little breaks. Find the balance that works for you. 


Add Physical Decompression Rituals to Your Day 


When we're overloaded, we can hold a lot of physical tension. This is partly 
due to our in-built fight/flight/freeze response to fear or stress. For instance, 
the evolutionary basis of balled fists is your cave-person self-preparing to 
run or punch. Some people breathe faster when they're stressed. Some 
adopt an aggressive, dominant tone of voice or body language. Since these 


reactions are often unconscious, you'll need prompts to correct them. 


Try using context triggers —deciding which moments im the day you'll 
use to physically decompress. For instance, maybe you can take some slow 
breaths whenever you go to the bathroom, or just after you wake up or just 
before you get into bed. You can also use emotions as triggers like “When I 
notice I feel stressed, [ll scan my body for tension and soften and release 
any spots I find.” If you're not sure how to do this, just try opening and 
closmg your fists a few times, clenching and unclenching your jaw, or 
scrunching and dropping your shoulders. Our thoughts, emotions, and 
bodily reactions are a feedback loop. When you mimic the physiology of 
someone who 1s relaxed, you”ll find that your thinkimg becomes less closed, 
and psychologically challenging activities im which you need to think 


openly, like taking in feedback, will seem easier. 


Pair Pleasure Experiences with Other Activities 


In my book The Healthy Mind Toolkit, I wrote about how people often put 
off pleasure, especially when they feel too busy or undeserving because 
they haven't gotten enough done. You can buffer yourself against the stress 
of feeling rushed and overloaded 1f you recurrently pair simple sources of 
pleasure with particular activities you”re not as excited to do. For instance, | 
pack peanut butter sandwiches whenever I fly, which is about the only time 
I ever eat them, and now the two experiences are mentally linked. No 
matter how stressed I am about my trip or all the work I need to do before, 
during, and after 1t, I feel just a little bit more relaxed because Ive packed 
that treat for myself. Or, 1f you love podcasts, perhaps you have a routine of 
listening to specific shows on your commute home each day of the week. If 


what you love isn't as simple as sandwiches or podcasts, set aside just a bit 


of consistent time to indulge in your interest, so you”ve removed decision 
making as a barrier. For instance, 1f cooking 1s your passion, perhaps you 
whip up a big batch of something on Sundays that you can then take as 
lunch for the week. 

Just to be clear: I'm not saying that you can life-hack your way 
through being a permanent workaholic. But, durmg those times when, on 
balance, overworking makes short- or long-term sense (or 1s a necessity), 
you need some harm-minimization strategies. It's important to pace 


yourself and not let your obligations consume you. 


Alice Boyes, PhD, is a former clinical psychologist turned writer and is 


author of The Healthy Mind Toolkit and The Anxiety Toolkit. 
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CHAPTER 4 


How to Avoid Burnout While Working 
from Home 


by Laura M. Giurge and Vanessa K. Bohns 


Millions around the globe made a sudden transition to remote work during 
the Covid-19 pandemic. At first, many employers were concerned about 
maintaining employee productivity. Later, some became concerned that this 
unprecedented situation carried a longer-term risk: employee burnout. 

The risk of burnout when working from home 1s substantial. The Imes 
between work and nonwork tend to blur. Employees who are working 
remotely for the first time are especially likely to struggle to preserve 
healthy boundaries between their professional and personal lives. 

Lots of research suggests that drawing lines between our professional 
and personal lives 1s crucial, especially for our mental health. But 1t's 
difficult, even in the best of circumstances. In no small measure, that's 
because the knowledge economy has radically transformed what 1t means to 
be an “ideal worker.” 

Our research has shown that workers often unintentionally make 1t 
hard for their supervisors, colleagues, and employees to maintain 


boundaries. One way they do so 1s by sending work emails outside office 


hours. In five studies involving more than 2,000 working adults, we found 
that senders of after-hours work emails underestimate how compelled 
receivers feel to respond right away, even when such emails are not urgent. 

Covid-19 amplified these pressures. Even for employees who have a 
natural preference to separate their work and personal lives, circumstances 
might not allow them to do so. When schools and daycares closed, 
additional burdens were placed on working parents or low-income workers. 
Even companies that already encouraged employees to work from home 
were likely to have some trouble when supporting employees who faced the 
many challenges of working at home in the presence of their families. 

So how can you continue to compartmentalize your work life and 
nonwork life? How can you “leave your work at the door” 1f you are no 
longer gomg out the door? And what can employers, managers, and 
coworkers do to help one another cope? 

Based on our research and the wider academic literature, here are some 


recommendations. 


Maintain Physical and Social Boundaries 


In a classic paper, Blake Ashforth of Arizona State University described the 


ways in which people demarcate the transition from work to nonwork roles 


via “boundary-crossing activities.”! 


Putting on your work clothes, 
commuting from home to work—these are physical and social indicators 
that something has changed. You”ve transitioned from “home you” to “work 


29 


you. 


Try to maintam these boundaries when working remotely. In the short 
term, 1t may be a welcome change not to have to catch an early tram to 
work, or to be able to spend all day mm your pajamas—but both of those 
things are boundary-crossing activities that can do you good, so don't 
abandon them altogether. Put on your work clothes every morning—casual 
Friday 1s fine, of course, but get yourself ready nonetheless. And consider 
replacing your morning commute with a walk to a nearby park, or even just 


around your apartment, before sitting down to work. 


Maintain Temporal Boundaries as Much as Possible 


Maintamning temporal boundaries is critical for wellbemg and work 
engagement. This is particularly true when so many employees —and/or 
their colleagues—are facing the challenge of integrating childcare or 
eldercare responsibilities during regular work hours. It's challenging even 
for employees without children or other family responsibilities, thanks to 
the mobile devices that keep our work with us at all times. 

Sticking to a 9-to-5 schedule may prove unrealistic. You need to find 
work-time budgets that function best for yourself. You also need to be 
conscious and respectful that others might work at different times than you 
do. For some, 1t might be during a child's nap; for others, it might be when 
their partner 1s cooking dinner. Whether or not you have children, you can 
create intentional work-time budgets by adding an “out of office” reply 
during certam hours of the day to focus on work. A less-extreme reply 
might just let others know that you might be slower than usual m 
responding, decreasing response expectations for others and yourself. If 


your flexible schedule requires you to work early or late, you can also add a 


note in your email footer indicating that while you might send messages 
outside regular office hours, you have no expectation of receiving a 
response outside their regular office hours. 

Creating clear temporal boundaries often depends on your ability to 
coordinate your time with others. This calls for leaders to aid employees in 
structuring, coordinating, and managing the pace of work. This might mean 
regularly holding virtual check-m meetings with employees or providing 


them with tools to create virtual coffee breaks or workspaces. 


Focus on Your Most Important Work 


While workmg from home, you may feel compelled to project the 
appearance of productivity, but this can lead you to work on tasks that are 
more immediate instead of more important—a tendency that research 
suggests 1s counterproductive im the long run, even 1f it benefits 
productivity in the short run. Particularly 1f you are facing an increased 
workload as you are juggling family and work tasks, you should pay 
attention to prioritizing important work. 

Working all the time, even on your most important tasks, 1sn't the 
answer. According to some estimates, a knowledge worker is only 
productive three hours every day, on average, and these hours should be 
free of interruptions or multitasking. Even before Covid-19, employees 
found 1t difficult to carve out three continuous hours to focus on their core 
work tasks. When work and family boundaries are removed, employees” 


time is even more fragmented. 


If you feel “on” all the time, you are at a higher risk of burnout when 
working from home than 1f you were going to the office as usual. In the 
long term, trying to squeeze in work and email responses whenever you 
have a few minutes to do so—during nap time, on the weekend, or by 
pausing a movie in the evening—is not only counterproductive but also 
detrimental to your well-being. We all need to find new ways—and help 
others do the same—to carve out nonwork time and mental space. 

These are just a few recommendations that can help you maintam 
boundaries between your work and your personal life and thereby avoid 
burnout in the long run. Use the flexibility that remote work affords you to 


experiment with how to make your circumstances work for you. 


Laura M. Giurge 1s a postdoctoral research associate at London Business 
School and the Barnes Research Fellow at the Wellbemmg Research Centre at 
the University of Oxford. Her research focuses on time, happiness, and the 
future of work. Vanessa K. Bohns 1s an associate professor of organizational 


behavior at the ILR School at Cornell University. 


NOTE 
1. Blake E. Ashforth, Mel Fugate, and Glen E. Kreiner, “Allin a Day”s 


Work: Boundaries and Micro Role Transitions,” Academy of Management 
Review, July 2000. 
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CHAPTER 5 


Making Compassion a Habit 
by Annie McKee and Kandi Wiens 


“I am sick to death of the ridiculous situations I have to deal with at work. 
The pettiness, the politics, the stupidity —it's out of control. This kind of 
thing stresses me out to the max.” 

Stress 1s a happiness killer. And life 1s just too short to be unhappy at 
work. But we hear this kind of thing all the time from leaders in industries 
as varied as financial services, education, pharmaceuticals, and health care. 
In our coaching and consulting, we're seeing a spike im the number of 
leaders who used to love their jobs but now say things like “Im not sure 1t's 
worth 1t anymore.” They”re burned out-—-emotionally exhausted and cynical 
— as a result of chronic and acute work stress. 

Why 1s stress on the rise? A lot ofit has to do with uncertainty im the 
world and constant changes im our organizations. Many people are 
overworking, putting in more hours than ever before. The lines between 
work and home have blurred or disappeared. Add to that persistent 
(sometimes even toxic) conflicts with bosses and coworkers that put us on 
guard and make us irritable. Under these circumstances, our performance 
and wellbeing suffer. Work feels like a burden. Burnout is just around the 


corner. And happiness at work 1s not even a remote possibility. 


Here's the good news: Some people dont get burned out. They 
continue to thrive despite the difficult conditions 1n their workplace. 

Why? The answer lies 1n part with empathy, an emotional intelligence 
competency packed with potent stress-taming powers. Empathy 1s 
“compassion in action.” When you engage empathy, you seek to understand 
people's needs, desires, and pommt of view. You feel and express genuime 
concern for their well-being, and then you act on it. 

One of our studies (Kandi's research on executive-level health-care 
leaders) confirms this.! When asked how they deal with chronic and acute 
work stress, 91% of the study's executives described how expressing 
empathy allows them to stop focusing on themselves and connect with 
others on a much deeper level. Other researchers agree: Expressing 
empathy produces physiological effects that calm us in the moment and 
strengthen our long-term sustainability.? It evokes responses in our bodies 
that arouse the (good) parasympathetic nervous system, and it reverses the 
effects of the stress response brought on by the (bad) sympathetic nervous 
system. So not only do others benefit from our empathy, but we benefit, too. 

Based on our research, Annie”s with leaders in global companies and 
KandY's with health-care leaders, we offer a two-part strategy that can help 
unleash empathy and break the burnout cycle. First, you need to practice 
self-compassion. Then you will be ready to change some of your habitual 
ways of dealing with people so you—and they—can benefit from your 


empathy. 


Practice Self-Compassion 


If you really want to deal with stress, you've got to stop trying to be a hero 
and start caring for and about yourself. Self-compassion involves: (1) 
seeking to truly understand yourself and what you are experiencing 
emotionally, physically, and intellectually at work; (2) caring for yourself, 
as opposed to shutting down; and (3) acting to help yourself. Here are two 


practical ways to practice self-compassion: 


e Curb the urge to overwork. When the pressure is on at work, we”re 
often tempted to work more hours to “get on top of things.” But 
overwork Is a trap, not a solution. Just doing more—and more, and 
more, and more—rarely fixes problems, and 1t usually makes things 
worse, because we are essentially manufacturing our own stress. We 
shut the proverbial door on people and problems, thinking that 1f we 
can get away, we can at least do our job without getting caught up in 
others” drama. When nothing changes or 1t gets worse, we give up. 
This 1s a vicious cycle: Overwork leads to more stress, which leads to 
isolation, which causes us to give up, which leads to even more stress. 
So, instead of putting in more hours when you're stressed, find ways to 
renew yourself. Exercise, practice mindfulness, spend more time with 


loved ones, and dare we say, get more sleep. 


e Stop beating yourself up. Stress 1s often the result of being too hard 
on ourselves when we fail or don't meet our own expectations. We 
forget to treat ourselves as living, breathing, feeling human beings. 
Instead of letting self-criticism stress you out, acknowledge how you 


feel, acknowledge that others would feel similarly in the same 


situation, and be kind and forgiving to yourself. Shifting your mindset 


from threatened to self-compassion will strengthen your resiliency. 


Give Empathy 


Taking steps toward self-compassion will prepare you emotionally to reach 
out to others. But let's face 1t, empathy 1s not the norm im many workplaces. 
In fact, lack of empathy and even depersonalization of others are symptoms 
of the emotional exhaustion that comes with burnout. Here are a few tips to 


make empathy part of your normal way of dealing with people at work. 


e Build friendships with people you like at work. Most people can rattle 
off a dozen reasons why you shouldnt be friends with people at work. 
We believe just the opposite. Real connections and friendships at work 
matter—a lot. According to the Harvard Grant Study, one of the 
longest-running longitudinal studies of human development, having 
warm relationships is essential to health, wellbeing, and happiness.” 

Other research shows that caring for and feeling cared for by others 


lowers our blood pressure, enhances our immunity, and leads to overall 


better health. 


e Value people for who they really are. The “ridiculous situations” 
mentioned by the leader at the beginning of this article are often the 
result of miscommunication and misunderstanding. Instead of really 
listening, we hear what we want to, which 1s misinformed by biases 
and stereotypes. It gets mn the way of our ability to understand and 
connect with others. The resulting conflicts cause a lot of unnecessary 


stress. To prevent this, be curious about people. Ask yourself, “How 


can I understand where this person 1s coming from?” Listen with an 
open mind so that you gain their trust, which 1s good for your stress 


level and your ability to influence them. 


Coach people. According to research by Richard Boyatzis, Melvin 
Smith, and 'Alim Beveridge, coaching others has positive 
psychophysiological effects that restore the body”s natural healing and 
growth processes and improves stamina.? When we care enough to 
invest time in developing others, we become less preoccupied with 


ourselves, which balances the toxic effects of stress and burnout. 


Put your customers, clients, or patients at the center of your 
conversations. If misaligned goals with coworkers are a source of 
your stress, try physically moving your conversations to a place where 
you can put other people”s needs at the center. One chief medical 
officer who participated in Kandi”s study described a time when he had 
an Intense, stressful argument with two other physicians about the 
treatment plan for a terminally 1ll cancer patient. They were in a 
conference room debating and debating, with no progress on a 
decision. Seeing that everyone”s professional conduct was declining 
and stress levels were rising, the CMO decided to take the 
conversation to the patient's room. He sat on one side of the patients 
bed, holding her hand. The other two physicians sat on the opposite 
side of the bed, holding her other hand. They began talking again, but 
this time [iterally with the patient at the center of their conversation. 
As the CMO said, “The conversation took on a very different tone 


when we were able to refocus. Every one was calm. It brought us to 


the same level. We were connected. It was a very effective antidote to 


stress.” 


One caution about empathy and compassion: They can be powerful 
forces 1n our fight against stress—until they aren't. Caring too much can 
hurt. Overextending your empathy can take a toll on your emotional 
resources and lead to compassion fatigue, a phenomenon that occurs when 
compassion becomes a burden and results m even more stress. (See the 
sidebar “When Empathy Is Exhausting” at the end of this chapter.) So pay 
close attention to your limits and develop strategies to rem m excessive 
empathy 1f 1t gets out of control. 

Its worth the risk, though. Once you commit to caring about yourself, 
you can start to care about others, and im the process you will create 
resonant relationships that are both good for you and good for the people 


you work with. 


Annie MckKee is a senior fellow at the University of Pennsylvania Graduate 
School of Education and the director of the PennCLO Executive Doctoral 
Program. She 1s the author of How to Be Happy at Work and a coauthor of 
Primal Leadership, Resonant Leadership, and Becoming a Resonant 
Leader. Kandi Wiens, EdD, is a senior fellow at the University of 
Pennsylvania Graduate School of Education m the PennCLO Executive 
Doctoral Program and director of the Penn Master's in Medical Education 
Program. She 1s also an executive coach, national speaker, and 


organizational change consultant. 


WHEN EMPATHY IS EXHAUSTING 


by Adam Waytz 


Though empathy is essential to Leading and managing others—without it, 
you'll make disastrous decisions—failing to recognize its limits can 
impair individual and organizational performance. 

Like heavy-duty cognitive tasks, such as keeping multiple pieces of 
information in mind at once or avoiding distractions in a busy 
environment, empathy depletes our mental resources. So jobs that 
require constant empathy can lead to “compassion fatigue” an acute 
inability to empathize that's driven by stress, and burnout, a more 
gradual and chronic version of this phenomenon. 

Health and human services professionals (doctors, nurses, social 
workers, corrections officers) are especially at risk, because empathy is 
central to their day-to-day jobs. In a study of hospice nurses, for 
example, the key predictors for compassion fatigue were psychological: 
anxiety, feelings of trauma, life demands, and what the researchers call 
excessive empathy, meaning the tendency to sacrifice one's own needs 
for others” (rather than simply “feeling” for people). Variables such as 
long hours and heavy caseloads also had an impact, but less than 
expected. And in a survey of Korean nurses, self-reported compassion 
fatigue strongly predicted their intentions to leave their jobs in the near 
future. Other studies of nurses show additional consequences of 
compassion fatigue, such as absenteeism and increased errors in 


administering medication. 


People who work for charities and other nonprofits (think animal 
shelters) are similarly at risk. Voluntary turnover is exceedingly high, in 
part because of the empathically demanding nature of the work; low pay 
exacerbates the element of self-sacrifice. What's more, society's strict 
views of how nonprofits should operate mean they face a backlash when 
they act like businesses (for instance, investing in “overhead” to keep the 
organization running smoothly). They're expected to thrive through 
selfless outpourings of compassion from workers. 

The demand for empathy is relentless in other sectors as well. Day 
after day, managers must motivate knowledge workers by understanding 
their experiences and perspectives and helping them find personal 
meaning in their work. Customer service professionals must continually 
quell the concerns of distressed callers. Empathy is exhausting in any 


setting or role in which it's a primary aspect of the job. 


Adam Waytz is a psychologist and associate professor of management 
and organizations at the Kellogg School of Management at Northwestern 


University. 


Adapted from “The Limits of Empathy,” in Harvard Business Review, 


January 2016 (product 4R1601D). 
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CHAPTER 6 


Collaboration Without Burnout 
by Rob Cross, Scott Taylor, and Deb Zehner 


“So many different people can get to you through different channels, and 
the pressure is enormous.” 

“Constant email, international travel, calls at all hours was 
exhausted. The collaborative demands eventually wore me down.” 

“TI always felt 1 had to do more, go further, save the day. 1 would 
become people 5 life raft and then almost drown. ” 

These are the voices of collaborative overload. 

As organizations become more global, adopt matrixed structures, offer 
increasingly complex products and services, and enable 24/7 
communication, they are requirng employees to collaborate with more 
internal colleagues and external contacts than ever before. According to 
research from Connected Commons, most managers now spend 85% or 
more of their work time on email, in meetings, and on the phone, and the 
demand for such activities has jumped by 50% over the past decade. 
Companies benefit, of course: Faster innovation and more-seamless client 


service are two by-products of greater collaboration. But along with all this 


comes significantly less time for focused individual work, careful 


reflection, and sound decision making. A 2016 HBR article coauthored by 
one of us dubbed this destructive phenomenon collaborative overload and 
suggested ways that organizations might combat 1t. 

Over the past few years we've conducted further research—both 
quantitative and qualitative—to better understand the problem and uncover 
solutions that individuals can implement on their own. Working with 20 
global organizations im diverse fields (software, consumer products, 
professional services, manufacturing, and life sciences), we started by 
creating models of employees” collaborations and considering the effect of 
those interactions on engagement, performance, and voluntary attrition. We 
then used network analyses to identify efficient collaborators —people who 
work productively with a wide variety of others but use the least amount of 
their own and their colleagues” time—and inter viewed 200 of them (100 
men and 100 women) about their working lives. We learned a great deal 
about how overload happens and what leaders must do to avoid 1t so that 
they can continue to thrive. 

Not surprisingly, we found that always-on work cultures, encroaching 
technology, demanding bosses, difficult clients, and inefficient coworkers 
were a big part of the problem, and most of those challenges do require 
organizational solutions. But we discovered im many cases that external 
time sinks were matched by another enemy: individuals” own mindsets and 
habits. Fortunately, people can overcome those obstacles themselves, right 
away, with some strategic self-management. 

We uncovered best practices im three broad categories: beliefs 
(understanding why we take on too much); role, schedule, and network 


(eliminating unnecessary collaboration to make time for work that 1s 


aligned with professional aspirations and personal values); and behavior 
(ensuring that necessary or desired collaborative work 1s as productive as 
possible). Not all our recommendations will suit everyone: People”s needs 
differ by personality, hierarchical level, and work context. But we found 
that when the people we studied took action on just four or five of them, 


they were able to claw back 18% to 24% of their collaborative time. 


Two Types of Overload 


Collaborative overload generally occurs 1n either a surge or a slow burn. A 
surge can result from a promotion, a request from a boss or a colleague to 
take on or help out with a project, or the desire to jump into an 
“extracurricular” work activity because you feel obligated or don't want to 
miss out. Consider Mike, an insurance company executive who was already 
managing multiple projects —one of which had his entire team working day 
and night to tum around a struggling segment of the business. When his 
boss asked him to help create a new unit that would allow the company to 
present a single face to the market, he felt he couldn't say no. It was a great 
development opportunity —to which his skills were perfectly suited—and 1t 
offered prime exposure to senior management. Yet he couldn”t abandon his 
existing team in the midst of its work. So he decided to do both jobs at 
once. 

A slow burn 1s more insidious and occurs through incremental 
increases 1n the volume, diversity, and pace of collaborative demands over 
time, as personal effectiveness leads to larger networks and greater scope of 
responsibilities. Go-to people m organizations suffer from this type of 


overload. As we gain experience, we often tend to take on more work, and 


our 1dentities start to become intertwined with accomplishment, helping, or 
being mm the know. We tend not to question what we are doing as we add 
tasks or work late into the night on email. And, of course, our colleagues 
welcome these tendencies; as we gain reputations for competence and 
responsiveness, people in our networks bring us more work and requests. 
Ellen, an 18-year veteran of a Fortune 100 technology company, 1s a case in 
point. She was fiercely driven and took pride im her ability to help 
colleagues, solve problems, and cut through bureaucracy to get things done. 
Eventually, however, she felt weighed down by a list of projects and 
commitments that were “beyond the realm of doable.” 

Though Mike's and Ellen's situations are different, our research 
suggests that the solutions to their and others” overload problems are 
similar. They cannot continue to work the same way they always have and 


remain effective. They need to take better charge of their working lives. 


Why We Take on Too Much 


The first step in combating collaborative overload 1s to recognize how much 
of it is driven by your own desire to maintam a reputation as a helpful, 
knowledgeable, or influential colleague or to avoid the anxiety that stems 
from ceding control over or declining to participate in group work. For 
example, someone who engages 1n the entire life cycle of a small project, 
beyond the time when the need for her expertise has passed, might pride 
herself on supporting teammates and ensuring a high-quality result. But 
that's not the kind of collaboration that makes a difference over the long 
term; indeed, too much of it will prevent her from domg more-important 


work. 


Knowing why you accept collaborative work —above and beyond what 
your manager and your company demand —is how you begin to combat 
overload. When we counsel executives, we ask them to reflect on the 
specific identity-based triggers that most often lead them into overload. For 


example: 


e Do you crave the feeling of accomplishment that comes from ticking 


less challenging items off your to-do list? 


e Does your ambition to be influential or recognized for your expertise 
cause you to attend meetings or discussions that dont truly require 


your involvement? 


e Do you pride yourself on being always ready to answer questions and 


pitch in on group work? 


e Do you agree to take on collaborative activities because you”re 


worried about being labeled a poor performer or not a team player? 


e Are you uncomfortable staying away from certain issues or projects 
because you fear missing out on something or aren't sure the work will 


be done right without you? 


Most executives we've encountered answer yes to one 1f not several of 
those questions. 

Efficient collaborators remember that saying yes to something always 
means saying no to—or participating less fully in—something else. They 
remind themselves that small wins (an empty inbox, a perfectly worded 


report, a single client call) are not always important ones. They think 


carefully about their areas of expertise and determine when they do, or 
don't, have value to add. They stop seeing themselves as indispensable and 
shift the source of their self-worth so that 1t comes from not just showcasing 
their own capabilities but also stepping away to let others develop theirs 
and gain visibility. 

As one executive told us, “I have come to the realization that if people 
really need me, they will find me. I am probably skipping 30% of my 
meetings now, and work seems to be getting done just fine.” 

When Mike found himself at a breaking point with his twin projects, 
he realized how much of his self-worth derived from always saying yes to 
— and then achieving—the goals suggested to him. “It took falling down 
and a patient spouse to really see this pattern,” he says. He decided that he 
needed to set clear priorities m both his career and his personal life. “Then 
saying no was not about my not coming through but about maintaining 
focus on what mattered.” 

Ellen, too, realized that her self-image as a helper—constantly looking 
for opportunities to contribute and never declining a request —had become 
problematic. “The difficult part 1s recognizing this tendency in the moment 
and working hard not to jump 1n,” she acknowledges. “But I told my team 
how important this was and also asked a few people to be “truth tellers” who 


caution me when they see 1t happening.” 


Eliminating the Unnecessary 


Next you'll need to restructure your role, schedule, and network to avoid 
the triggers you've identified and reduce or eliminate unnecessary 


collaboration. Rather than thinking things will get better on their own, 


living reactively, and falling into patterns dictated by other people's 
objectives, efficient collaborators play offense on collaborative overload. 
They clarify their “north star” objectives—the strengths they want to 
employ 1n their work and the values they want to embody, in the context of 
their organization's priorities—and then streamline their working lives in a 
way that buffers them against nonaligned requests. 

Start by reviewing your calendar and email communications on a 
regular basis, using a tool such as Microsoft's MyAnalytics or Cisco”s 
“human network intelligence” platform. Look back four or five months to 
identify recurring group activities, meetings, or exchanges that aren't core 
to your success and could be declined or offered to others as a 
developmental opportunity. Consider decisions you're being pulled into 
unnecessarily and how processes or teams might be changed so that you 
needn't be involved. Recognize when you're being sought out for 
information or expertise 1n areas no longer central to your role or ambitions 
and figure out whether you could share your knowledge more widely on 
your company's intranet or 1f another go-to person might derive greater 
benefit from that collaboration. 

At the same time, work to reset colleagues” expectations about the 
level and timeliness of your engagement. Clarify, for example, that not 
responding to a group email or opting out of a meeting does not mean you 
lack interest or appreciation. Talk about your key priorities so that everyone 
knows what you need (and want) to spend the most time on. Ask colleagues 
about their interests and ambitions so that you can identify opportunities to 


distribute or delegate work. A key inflection point for all the executives 


we”ve counseled has been when they start seeing requests for collaboration 
as ways to activate and engage those 1n their networks rather than as adding 
to their own to-do lists. 

Finally, block out time for reflective work and seek collaboration with 
those who can help you move toward your north star objectives. Mike 
focused on building capabilities m the business unit he directed. Instead of 
jumping at unrelated projects for political exposure, he began to 
differentiate himself through expertise and his team”s contribution. Ellen'”s 
strategy was to create exceptionally clear boundaries: “I am there 8 a.m. to 
6 p.m., and people know I give 100% then. But after that I don't let myself 
get drawn into unnecessary email, calls, or late-night work just to help out.” 

Another leader described the shift like this: “Playmg defense sucks. 
You are always reactive and living 1n fear. The only way to escape 1t 1s to 
get clarity on who you are and what you want to do and start forging a path 


and network that enable you to get there.” 


Keeping It Productive 


Once you've taken stock of your collaborative workload, 1t's time to 
enhance the value of the collaboration you've chosen to participate mm. Our 
research suggests that poorly run meetings are the biggest time sink im 
organizations. Even 1f you don't control the ones you attend, you can make 
them more productive by, for example, asking the leader to circulate an 
agenda or a pre-read before the gathering and a short email on agreements, 
commitments, and next steps afterward. You can also limit your 
involvement by explaiming that you have a hard stop (real or constructed) so 


that you're not stuck when others run overtime, and asking to attend only 


those portions for which you are needed or agreemg to half the time a 
colleague or employee requests. It's crucial to establish norms early on in 
any relationship or group. If you wait, problems will become harder to 
address. 

You can also institute or encourage new norms for emails by 
addressing format (for example, observing a maximum length and choosing 
an outline structure with bullets, as opposed to full-text paragraphs), the use 
of “cc” and “reply all,” and appropriate response times for various types of 
requests. Consider virtual collaboration tools (such as Google Docs), which 
offer a better medium for work that 1s exploratory (definmg a problem 
space or brainstorming solutions) or integrative (when people with varying 
expertise, perspectives, or work assignments need to produce a jomt 
solution). The key 1s to ensure that you”re using the right tools at the right 
time and not worsening collaborative demands. You should also learn to 
recognize when a conversation has become too complicated or contentious 
for email or chat and switch to a more efficient phone call or face-to-face 
meeting. 

For one-on-one interactions, always consider whether you are 
consuming your counterpart's time efficiently. Ask yourself, “Am I clear on 
what I want to accomplish from a meeting or a conversation?” And invite 
others to be equally disciplined by asking early on, “So that I use your time 
well, would you quickly let me know what you hope we can accomplish 
together?” 

When it comes to building your network, focus on the quality of the 
relationships, not the number of connections. We repeatedly found that 


efficient collaborators draw people to collaborative work by conferring 


status, envisioning joint success, diffusing ownership, and generating a 
sense of purpose and energy around an outcome. By creating “pull”-—rather 
than simply pushing their agenda—they get greater and more-aligned 
participation and build trust so that people don't feel the need to seek 
excessive input or approval. 

Ellen, for example, decided to engage stakeholders m collaborative 
work early to save time later m the process. “I used to dot every 1 and cross 
every t before approaching others,” she says. “But Ive learned that 1f I get a 
plan partially developed and then bring m my team, my boss, even my 
clients, they get invested and help me spot flaws, and I avoid tons of 
downstream work to fix things or convince people.” Another leader we 
know schedules one-on-ones with direct reports to discuss priorities, values, 
and personal aspirations, enhancing their ability to work together efficiently 
as a team 1n the future. “There are so many ways people can misinterpret 
actions and then cause a lot of churn later,” he says. “If I spend the time to 
give them a sense of where I'm coming from, 1t saves all sorts of time in 


unnecessary collaborations.” 


Conclusion 


The recent explosion in the volume and diversity of collaborative demands 
is a reality that's here to stay. Unfortunately, the invisible nature of these 
demands means that few organizations are managing collaborative activity 
strategically. So 1t falls to you, the individual, to fight overload and reclaim 


your collaborative time. 


Rob Cross is the Edward A. Madden Professor of Global Leadership at 
Babson College and a coauthor of The Hidden Power of Social Networks 
(Harvard Business Review Press, 2004). Scott Taylor is an associate 
professor of organizational behavior at Babson College. Deb Zehner has 15 
years of experience conducting research, developing network-based assets, 
and leading organizational network projects, most recently with Connected 


Commons. 








Adapted from an article in Harvard Business Review, July 2018 (product 
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SECTION TWO 


Bouncing Back from Burnout 


CHAPTER 7 


Beating Burnout 


by Monique Valcour 


Heavy workloads and deadlme pressures are a fact of managerial life. Who 
doesn't feel overwhelmed or stretched thin sometimes? But when relentless 
work stress pushes you into the debilitating state we call burnout, 1t 1s a 
serious problem, affecting not just your own performance and well-being, 
both on the job and off, but also that of your team and your organization. 

Hard data on the prevalence of burnout 1s elusive. Some researchers 
say that as few as 7% of professionals have been seriously impacted by 
burnout. But others have documented rates as high as 50% among medical 
residents and 85% among financial professionals. Research has also linked 
burnout to many negative physical and mental health outcomes, including 
coronary artery disease, hypertension, sleep disturbances, depression, and 
anxiety, as well as to increased alcohol and drug use. Moreover, burnout has 
been shown to produce feelings of futility and alienation, undermine the 
quality of relationships, and diminish long-term career prospects. 

Consider the case of Barbara (last name withheld), the CEO of a PR 
firm that serves technology industry clients. During the 2001 collapse of the 
dot-com bubble, the challenge of keeping her business afloat added extra 


stress to an already intense workload. Focused on this “unrelenting hustle,” 


she neglected her health, lost perspective, and began to doubt her own 
abilities. Cheryl (not her real name), a partner in the Philadelphia office of a 
global law firm, hit the same sort of wall after she agreed to take on 
multiple leadership roles there m addition to managing her full-time legal 
practice. “I felt like my body was running on adrenaline—trying to do a 
marathon at a sprint pace—-all the time,” she recalls. And yet she couldn”t 
step back mentally from work. Another executive I know—let's call him 
Ari—felt trapped im his role as a consultant at a boutique firm. Toxic 
internal dynamics and client relationship practices that clashed with his 
values had eroded his sense of self to the point where he didn't know how 
to go on—or get out. 

Over the past 15 years as a coach, researcher, and educator, "ve helped 
thousands of clients, students, and executive-development program 
participants mm similar predicaments learn to manage the stress that can 
cause burnout and to ultimately achieve more-sustainable career success. 
The process involves noticing and acknowledging the symptoms, 
examining the underlying causes, and developing preventive strategies to 


counteract your particular pattern of burnout. 


Three Components 


Thanks to the pioneering research of psychologist Christina Maslach and 
several collaborators, we know that burnout 1s a three-component syndrome 
that arises m response to chronic stressors on the job. Let's examime each 


symptom-—exhaustion, cynicism, and inefficacy—in turn. 


Exhaustion is the central symptom of burnout. It comprises profound 
physical, cognitive, and emotional fatigue that undermines people”s ability 
to work effectively and feel positive about what they're doing. This can 
stem from the demands of an always-on, 24/7 organizational culture, 
intense time pressure, or simply having too much to do, especially when 
you lack control over your work, dislike 1t, or don't have the necessary 
skills to accomplish 1t. In a state of exhaustion, you find that you”re unable 
to concentrate or see the big picture; even routine and previously enjoyable 
tasks seem arduous, and 1t becomes difficult to drag yourself both into and 
out of the office. This 1s how burnout started for Cheryl. Her fuel tank was 
low, and 1t wasn't being adequately replenished. 

Cynicism, also called depersonalization, represents an erosion of 
engagement. It 1s essentially a way of distancing yourself psychologically 
from your work. Instead of feeling invested m your assignments, projects, 
colleagues, customers, and other collaborators, you feel detached, negative, 
even callous. Cynicism can be the result of work overload, but 1t 1s also 
likely to occur mm the presence of high conflict, unfairness, and lack of 
participation im decision making. For example, after ignoring repeated 
directives to push solutions that didn't solve clients” problems, Ari realized 
that the constant battle with his bosses was affecting his own behavior. “I 
was talking trash and shading the truth more often than I was being 
respectful and honest,” he explains. Persistent cynicism is a signal that you 
have lost your connection to, enjoyment of, and pride in your work. 

Inefficacy refers to feelings of incompetence and a lack of 
achievement and productivity. People with this symptom of burnout feel 


their skills shipping and worry that they won't be able to succeed mn certam 


situations or accomplish certain tasks. It often develops m tandem with 
exhaustion and cynicism because people can't perform at their peak when 
they're out of fuel and have lost their connection to work. For example, 
although Barbara was a seasoned PR professional, the stress of the dot-com 
crisis and her resulting fatigue caused her to question her ability to serve 
clients and keep the busmess thriving. But burnout can also start with 
mnefficacy 1f you lack the resources and support to do your job well, 
including adequate time, information, clear expectations, autonomy, and 
good relationships with those whose involvement you need to succeed. The 
absence of feedback and meaningful recognition, which leaves you 
wondering about the quality of your work and feeling that 1t's 
unappreciated, can also activate this component. This was the situation for 
Ari, who felt that he was forced to function at a subpar level because his 
organization didn”t care enough to support good performance. 

While each component 1s correlated with the other two and one often 
leads to another, individuals also have distinct burnout profiles. Michael 
Leiter, a longtime collaborator with Maslach, is examining this m his 
current research (see chapter 24 of this guide). He has found, for example, 
that some people are mainly exhausted but haven't yet developed cynicism 
or begun to doubt their performance. Others are primarily cynical or suffer 
most from feelings of reduced efficacy. People can also be high on two 
components and low on one. Although most of the prevention and recovery 
strategies we'll discuss are designed to address all three symptoms, 1t's a 
good idea to diagnose your specific burnout profile so that you know where 


you need the most help. 


Recovery and Prevention 


Situational factors are the biggest contributors to burnout, so changes at the 
job, team, or organizational level are often required to address all the 
underlying issues. However, there are steps you can take on your own once 
you”re aware of the symptoms and of what might be causing them. Here are 


some strategies I have found to be successful with my clients. 


Prioritize self-care 


It's essential to replenish your physical and emotional energy, along with 
your capacity to focus, by prioritizing good sleep habits, nutrition, exercise, 
social connection, and practices that promote equanimity and wellbeing, 
like meditating, journaling, and enjoying nature. If you're having troubling 
squeezing such activities into your packed schedule, give yourself a week to 
assess exactly how you”re spending your time. (You can do this on paper, in 
a spreadsheet, or on one of the many relevant apps now available.) For each 
block of time, record what you're doing, whom you're with, how you feel 
(for example, on a scale of 1 to 10, where 1 equals angry or draimed and 10 
1s Joyful or energized), and how valuable the activity 1s. This will help you 
find opportunities to limit your exposure to tasks, people, and situations that 
aren”t essential and put you 1n a negative mood; increase your investment in 
those that boost your energy; and make space for restful, positive time away 
from work. 

Barbara says she bounced back from her bout of burnout by “learning 
to do things that fill me up.” Nowadays, when she notices that she's feeling 


overly tired or starting to doubt herself, she changes her behavior 


immediately, making use of flexible work options, hosting walking 
meetings to get out of the office, and setting limits on the amount of time 
she spends reading emails and taking calls from colleagues and clients. 
After her crisis, Cheryl also became much more intentional about her 
time off. “I find that going away, getting a change of scenery, and “taking it 
down a notch” allows my body and mind to rejuvenate,” she says. “And my 
creativity benefits: I have more “aha” moments, and I'm better able to 


connect the dots.” 


Shift your perspective 

While rest, relaxation, and replenishment can ease exhaustion, curb 
cynicism, and enhance efficacy, they dont fully address the root causes of 
burnout. Back at the office, you may still face the same impossible 
workload, untenable conflicts, or paltry resources. So now you must take a 
close look at your mindset and assumptions. What aspects of your situation 
are truly fixed, and which can you change? Altering your perspective can 
buffer the negative impact of even the inflexible aspects. If exhaustion 1s a 
key problem, ask yourself which tasks — including critical ones —you could 
delegate to free up meaningful time and energy for other important work. 
Are there ways to reshape your job 1n order to gain more control or to focus 
on the most fulfilling tasks? If cynicism is a major issue, can you shield 
yourself from the parts of the organization that frustrate you, while 
reengaging in your specific role and the whole enterprise? Or could you 


build some positive, supportive relationships to counteract the ones that 


dram you? And 1f you're feeling imeffective, what assistance or 
development might you seek out? If recognition is lacking, could you 
engage in some personal branding to showcase your work? 

Cheryl worked with an executive coach to evaluate and reset her 
priorities. “I work m a competitive field and I'm a competitive person, 
which can skew the way you see reality,” she explains. “In the past I didn”t 
dare say no to leadership opportunities because I was afraid that 1f I did, 
everything might disappear.” She says she's now replaced that “scarcity” 
mentality with one that instead presumes abundance. “Now 1f I feel 
overextended, [ll ask myself, Is there a way to inject joy back into this role, 
or is It time to give it up? And I understand that when I want to take 
something on, I need to decide what to give up to make space.” 

Ari did the same sort of deep thinking. Although he had previously felt 
tethered to his job—the firm was prestigious, the pay was good—he 
realized that values and ethics meant more to him than any perk, so he 
eventually quit and started his own business. “After I pushed back a couple 
of times and said that what we were recommending wasn't right for the 
clients, my boss cranked up the pressure on me and assigned me to only the 
most difficult clients. At one point I said to my wife, “Tt might be good 1f I 
got hit by a bus. I don't want to die, but I'd like to be imjured enough that 
Pd have to stop working for a while.” She said, “That's 1t; you're getting out 
of there.” He took a few months to line up some independent consulting 


assignments and then made the move. 


Reduce exposure to job stressors 


You'll also need to target high-value activities and relationships that still 
trigger unhealthy stress. This involves resettng the expectations of 
colleagues, clients, and even family members for what and how much 
you”re willing to take on, as well as ground rules for working together. You 
may get pushback. But doubters must know that you're making these 
changes to improve your long-term productivity and protect your health. 

Barbara, for example, 1s keenly aware of the aspects of PR work that 
put people m her field at risk of burnout, so now she actively manages 
them. “There's constant pressure, from both clients and the media,” she 
explains. “But a lot of times, what clients label a crisis 1s not actually one. 
Part of the job 1s helping them put things m perspective. And being a good 
service professional doesn't mean you have to be a servant. You shouldn't 
be emailing at 11 at night on a regular basis.” 

Cheryl, too, says she's learned “not to get carried along 1n the current” 
of overwhelming demands. She adds, “You have to know when saying no 1s 
the right answer. And 1t takes courage and conviction to stick to your guns 
and not feel guilty.” If you find that there are few or no opportunities to 
shift things in a more positive direction, you might want to contemplate a 


bigger change, as Ari did. 


Seek out connections 


The best antidote to burnout, particularly when 1t's driven by cynicism and 
mnefficacy, 1s seeking out rich interpersonal interactions and continual 


personal and professional development. Find coaches and mentors who can 


help you identify and activate positive relationships and learning 
opportunities. Volunteering to advise others 1s another particularly effective 
way of breaking out of a negative cycle. 

Given the influence of situational factors on burnout, 1t's likely that 
others in your organization are suffering too. If you band together to offer 
mutual support, identify problems, and brainstorm and advocate for 
solutions, you will all increase your sense of control and connection. 
Barbara participates m a CEO mentoring and advisory program called 
Vistage. “We're a small group of CEOs mm noncompetitive businesses, so 
we can share ideas,” she explains. “We spend one day per month together, 
have great speakers, and serve as advisory boards for each other.” Ari, now 
a successful solo entrepreneur, has built a network of technical partners who 
share the same vision, collaborate, and funnel work to one another. He says 
that running a “client centered” busmess he believes m and working with 


people he respects have boosted his engagement tremendously. 


Conclusion 


Burnout can often feel insurmountable. But the sense of being overwhelmed 
1s a signal, not a long-term sentence. By understanding the symptoms and 
causes and implementing these four strategies, you can recover and build a 
road map for prevention. Your brutal experience can serve as a turning point 
that launches you into a more sustainable career and a happier, healthier 
life. 


Monique Valcour is an executive coach, keynote speaker, and management 
professor. She helps clients create and sustan fulfilling and high- 
performance jobs, careers, workplaces, and lives. Follow her on Twitter 


(ymoniquevalcour. 





Adapted from an article in Harvard Business Review, November 2016 


(product fR1611H). 


CHAPTER BS 


Five Steps for Women to Combat 


Burnout 
by Ellen Keithline Byrne 


As an executive coach who works with women leaders, it's not unusual for 
me to see the sad, worried eyes of my coaching clients as the “aha” moment 
hits, and they realize: “I have burnout.” 

This realization often comes as a shock. Once 1t's teased out and 
women further share their feelings of exhaustion and lack of energy for 
work they once loved, it becomes glaringly obvious to them. But until that 
point, 1t's typically something they beat themselves up for, their inner voice 
saying, “I just need to work harder! What's wrong with me?” 

My busimess partners and I estimate that almost 20% of the women in 
our six-month leadership intensives are expressimng some symptoms of 
burnout. What we know 1s that 1t's insidious and can slowly creep up on 
you. These clients have moved past periodic times of being “stressed out” 
into chronic stress. This occupational phenomenon clouds the mind, where 
a person strugeles to assess their situation clearly, and they often end up 


beating themselves up for not being good enough. 


One client, a CEO in a midsized insurance company, who had been 
truly passionate about her work, realized she was burned out. After years of 
tirelessly committing her time to the busimess, one day, she struggled to 
listen to the chairman of the board when he walked into her office, whereas 
in the past she looked forward to their conversations. She described it as the 
Charlie Brown adult voice that's just “wah, wah, wah.” She felt exhausted 
when she woke up each morning, and just wanted to stay home, make soup, 
and watch / Love Lucy reruns. 

This description 1s unfortunately not unusual. Our clients often have 
the reputation of being driven and passionate. Yet, over time, they feel 
overwhelmed and strugele to identify what's wrong. Sometimes, I hear 
them contemplate leaving their company just to find some sense of inner 
peace. And sometimes, they don't make changes until they end up m 
emergency rooms or with a serious health diagnosis. This can often lead to 
a leave of absence or termination. Successful leaders need to know what 
burnout looks like and get help early. 

Its no surprise that women report higher levels of burnout. One study 
identified gender inequalities in the workplace as a key element thats 
impacting occupational mental health. Women were found to have lower 
levels of decision-making authority and were often overqualified for their 
roles, which ultimately leads to less satisfaction at work and a sense that 
they have fewer career alternatives. We see this frustration all the time, and 
it often manifests in beating oneself up. Women often think it's their own 
fault that they”re not thriving. 

Our concern after decades of working with women leaders 1s that 1t's 


getting worse. Here 1s what we recommend. 


Determine Right Away Whether You Have Burnout, 
and If So, How Bad It Is 


Burnout is progressive. People typically start with one or two of the 
following identifiers, and it usually builds from there. Research by 
Christina Maslach and Michael Leiter (see chapter 24 of this guide) 


highlights three main questions to ask yourself! 


1. Are you regularly physically and emotionally exhausted? Do you feel 
a lack of energy and/or have trouble sleeping? Do you worry 


excessively? Feel more edgy”? Feel sad or hopeless? 


2. Are you more cynical and detached than usual? Do you no longer 
feel joy from things that used to bring you joy? Are you less interested 
1n socializing and are you feeling less connected to people than you 
once did? Are you more negative than usual? Do you see the glass as 


half empty? 


3. Are you feeling like you're not contributing anything meaningful, 
where you once were? Do you feel a sense of ineffectiveness and that 


all of your hard work 1sn't actually accomplishing anything? 


If you respond yes to all or most of the questions, the alarm bells 
should be going off. It's time to schedule an appointment with your 
internist, mental health professional, or a coach. These questions— 
especially the last two—take the concept of normal “stress” to the next 


level, in terms of how it has impacted your overall mindset. 


Catch It Early—Awareness Is the First Step 


This is sometimes the hardest part. We can be tough on ourselves and are 
often not willing to reflect on our own behavior. 

Clients will often share that colleagues and friends have expressed 
concern that they are not themselves or that they are doing too much. But 
they brush it off as just needing to work harder and smarter. If you”re 
hearing similar comments from colleagues or friends, take heed. Coming to 
terms with the idea that you are either in “crisis” or heading there soon 1s 


not easy. Examine the list above and be honest with yourself. 


Get Support 


Whether a good friend, family member, therapist, or coach, 1t's important to 
have someone who can challenge your thinking and give you another 
perspective. Once burnout has its hold on your mindset, decision making 
can get fuzzy. By identifying patterns and regaiming clarity on priorities, 
you can establish better boundaries, for instance, by delegating where 
necessary, by saying no to projects that do not serve you long term, and by 
taking better care of yourself. These steps can help you feel a sense of 


progress toward relieving your symptoms. 


Make Your Emotional and Physical Well-Being a 
Priority 

Put healthy eating, exercise, and a good sleep routine at the top of the list. 
Schedule 1n lunch breaks and stop working at a reasonable time. Take all of 
your vacation. Too many companies report that employees forgo vacation 
time; 27.2% of paid time off went unused in 2018. And too many women 


tell us that they're the first ones into the office, and the last ones out. 


Reframe that “work harder” message to work smarter, which includes 
breaks from work to stimulate the relaxation response and dissipate the 
stress response. It takes giving yourself permission to shift your mindset 
around what's a priority and a commitment to establishing healthy coping 


mechanisms to combat stress. 


Examine Your Work Environment 


Burnout is a result of a mismatch between the demands of the job and the 
available resources. In their HBR article “What's Really Holding Women 
Back” (March 2020), Robm Ely and Irene Padavic identified that “what 
holds women back at work 1s not some unique challenge of balancing the 
demands of work and family but rather a general problem of overwork that 
prevails in contemporary corporate culture.” The current workplace mantra 
of “we have to do more with less” is not sustainable. With your manager or 
other senior leaders, review the structure of your role, the culture of the 
firm, and how to support an environment where everyone thrives. 

For women leaders to better respond to and adapt to our changing 
workplaces, 1t's critical that a clearer under standing of what burnout 1s and 
how 1t manifests 1s necessary. As a coach, I hope that through education, 
my clients will be able to catch 1t early, apply the coping mechanisms 
they”ve learned, and not end up with serious health issues. We should all be 


striving for workplaces where everyone thrives. 


Ellen Keithline Byrne is a cofounder of Her New Standard: The Playbook 
for Women Leaders, a leadership consulting firm focusing on advancing 
women in leadership, which designs boot camps for Women Leaders on the 
Rise. Find Ellen and her partners discussing strategies for women leaders 


on LinkedIn and Instagram. 


NOTE 
1. Christina Maslach and Michael Leiter, “Understanding the Burnout 
Experience: Recent Research and Its Implications for Psychiatry,” World 


Psychiatry 15, no. 2 (2016): 103-111. 


Adapted from content posted on hbr.org, May 13, 2020 (product 
HHOSJME). 


CHAPTER 9 


Even If You Love Your Job, You May 


Need to Recharge 
by Rebecca Knight 


Even 1f you love your job, 1t's common to feel exhausted by 1t from time to 
time. It's not always full-on burnout. Perhaps you just wrapped up a big 
project and are having trouble mustering motivation for the next one. It 
could be that your home life 1s taking up more of your energy than usual. Or 


maybe you're just bored. Here are some quick ways to recharge. 


Take breaks during the workday 


Burnout often stems from a “lack of understanding about what 1t takes to 
achieve peak workplace performance,” says Ron Friedman, founder of the 
consulting firm ignite80 and the author of The Best Place to Work: The Art 
and Science of Creating an Extraordinary Workplace. “We tend to assume 
that [1t] requires trying harder or outworking others, [which] may get you 
short-term results but [is] physiologically unsustainable.” To perform at 
your best over the long term, you need regular “opportunities for restocking 
your mental energy,” says Friedman. Take a walk or go for a run. Have 
lunch away from your desk. “Stepping away from your computer gets you 


out of the weeds and prompts you to reexamine the big picture,” he advises. 


Put away your digital devices 


Before the smartphone era, leaving your work at the office was the default. 
“If you wanted to take work home with you, that required effort and 
planning,” says Friedman. That's no longer the case. “Today we're all 
carrying around an office m our pocket m the form of a smartphone,” so 
we're both psychologically and physiologically still attached. The remedy, 
he says, 1s to actively limit your use of digital devices after hours. Place 
your smartphone 1n a basket or drawer when you arrive home so you”re not 
tempted to pick 1t up and check your email; or you might devise a rule for 


yourself about turning 1t off past 8 p.m. 


Do something interesting 


Instead of concentrating on limiting or avoiding work im your off-hours, 
Friedman recommends scheduling “restorative experiences that you look 
forward to.” Making plans to play tennis with a friend or cook a meal with 
your spouse compels you to “focus on an approach goal —doing something 


pleasurable—instead of an avoidance goal —not checking email,” he says. 


Take long weekends 


Feeling mentally and physically exhausted may also be a sign that “you 
need to take some time off,” says Heidi Grant, a social psychologist and the 
author of Reinforcements. The break need not be a two-week vacation; 
rather, she says, when 1t comes to stress reduction, “you get a much greater 
benefit from regularly taking three-and four-day weekends.” While you”re 
away, though, don't call the office or check your email. “You need to let 


go,” she says. “Each of us is a little less vital than we”d like to believe.” 


Focus on meaning 


If your job responsibilities preclude immediate time off, Grant suggests 
“focusing on why the work matters to you.” Comnecting your current 
assignment to a larger personal goal —-completing this project will help you 
score that next promotion, for instance—will “help you fight the temptation 
to slack off” and will provide a “Jolt of energy that will give you what you 


need to barrel through that day or the next couple of days,” she says. 


Rebecca Knight is a freelance journalist in Boston and a lecturer at 
Wesleyan University. Her work has been published in the New York Times, 
USA Today, and the Financial Times. 


Adapted from “How to Overcome Burnout and Stay Motivated,” on 
hbr.org, April 2, 2015 (product HHOIZFC). 


CHAPTER 10 


To Recover from Burnout, Regain 


Your Sense of Control 
by Elizabeth Grace Saunders 


You feel exhausted, ineffective, unaccomplished, and cynical. Maybe you 
feel as if no matter how hard you work, you can never keep up. Or that you 
can't make your boss happy no matter how hard you try. And you're 
beginning to question your professional situation: Am Tin the right job? The 
right company? The right career? T used to feel passionate about going into 
work but now 1 dread Monday and cant wait until Friday. Will T ever feel 
excited about my life and work again? 

These are classic signs that you're feeling bumed out. And in that 
state, you often feel as 1f your circumstances are out of your control-—as 1f 
everything around you 1s working against you. You might think: Everyone 
else is to blame for my burnout. But this victim mindset only blocks you 
from doing anything about your situation. While you”re complaming about 
other people, the days of your life are ticking by. 

It's far better to adopt an ownership mindset that sounds like this: 
Others may have contributed to my situation, but T have the ability to make 


choices that can improve my present and future. Thinking mm this way gives 


you the license to choose, even in small ways, to take action to recharge and 
build momentum. Realizmg you have autonomy opens up hope for the 
future. 

Next, you can choose to believe that the right actions will lead to the 
right feelings, rather than the other way around. When you're in a burnout 
state, it's easy to think that no matter what you do, 1t won't make a 
difference. This 1s because of actual physiological changes to your bram 
that cause you to take less interest in activities that would otherwise make 
you happy.! To fight against this negativity, remind yourself you don't need 
to feel like taking action m order to do so. In fact, taking action leads to a 
higher desire to do more positive activities im the future. 

Then, increase your attentiveness to your body's physical and 
emotional needs. It could be as simple as getting up to stretch your legs 
when you're feeling stiff, eating lunch with coworkers instead of at your 
desk, or going to bed when you're tired. If you”re 1n a state of burnout, you 
will need more sleep than usual; 1t's part of your body's healing process. 
You also will need breaks throughout the day. Breaks are beneficial for 
anyone—they help restore your energy —but they”re especially important 1f 
you're burned out, in part because making the choice to take them 
demonstrates to yourself that you have some level of control, even on a 
micro level. 

Finally, question your assumptions about the way that your work life 
has to be and what you have to do. I really like how Jason Fried, cofounder 
and CEO of Basecamp, put 1t in this Hurry, Slowly podcast interview: “Just 


because a company pays you doesn't mean they own you.” 


Who says that you can't leave work at work tonight? Or ask for a 
deadline extension? Can you take yourself off that committee, or take a real 
vacation? Often you have a lot more choice than you believe. You need to 
test the perceived limits to discover what could improve in your situation. 

I recommend starting small, especially 1f you feel hesitant. For 
example, you could decide that at least one weeknight, you won't take any 
work home. Or after a certam time each night, you"ll disconnect from your 
devices. Small steps like these lower the risk on your end and allows others 
to gradually adjust to your new relationship with work. 

At first, you may not need to talk directly with your colleagues about 
the changes. But mm time, you'll likely want and need to open up. Perhaps 
you have a conversation with your boss to discuss which projects are the 
highest priority for this quarter and which can wait. Or you work with your 
colleagues on sharing responsibilities on a project or even bringing in more 
resources. 

And 1f you”re mn a professional position where people really do have 
unreasonable demands and you can't set boundaries, think bigger. Consider 
looking for a new job, or even a new career. These changes likely will take 
time. But it's good to remember that the choice is there. Life doesn't have to 
be the way that 1t's always been. Changing your mindset and taking small 
actions will help you begin the process of feeling less burned out and more 


hopeful about the future. 


Elizabeth Grace Saunders is a time management coach and the founder of 
Real Life E Time Coaching & Speaking. She 1s author of How to Invest 
Your Time Like Money and Divine Time Management. Find out more at 


www.RealLifeE.com. 


NOTE 


1. Alexandra Michel, “Burnout and the Bram,” Association for Physical 
Science, January 29, 2016, 


https://www.psychologicalscience.org/observer/burnout-and-the-brain. 


Adapted from content posted on hbr.org, December 5, 2017 (product 
HHO041JZ). 


CHAPTER 11 


Instead of Pushing Yourself Too Hard, 


Help Others Around You Perform 
by Merete Wedell-Wedellsborg 


As we begin our coaching session, Nick is fired up. He radiates energy, his 
eyes are beaming with determination, and he never really comes to a full 
rest. He speaks passionately of a new initiative he is spearheading, taking 
on the looming threats from Silicon Valley, and rethinking his company”s 
business model completely. 

I recognize this behavior in Nick, having seen it many times over the 
years since he was first singled out as a high-potential talent. “Restless and 
relentless” have been his trademarks as he has risen through the ranks and 
aced one challenge after another. 

But this time, I notice something new. Beneath the usual can-do 
attitude, there 1s an inkling of something else: mild disorientation and even 
signs of exhaustion. “It's like sprinting all you can, and then you turn a 
corner and find that you are actually setting out on a marathon,” he remarks 
at one point. And as we speak, this sneaking feeling of not keeping pace 
turns out to be Nicks true concern: Is he about to lose his magic touch and 
burn out? 


Nick 1s not alone. 


In a psychologist's practice, common themes rise and wane across a 
cohort of clients. Right now, I see a surge of concern about speed: getting 
ahead and staying ahead. More clients use similar metaphors about 
“running to stand still” or feeling “caught on a track.” Invariably, their first 
response 1s to speed up and run faster. 

But the impulse to simply run faster to escape friction is obviously of 
no use for the long haul of a lifelong career. In fact, our immediate 
behavioral response to friction shares one feature with much of the general 
advice about speeding up: It 1s plainly counterproductive and leads to 
burnout rather than breakout. 

To add insult to injury, the way to wrestle effectively with the 
challenge of sustainable speed 1s somewhat counterintuitive and even 
disconcerting—especially to high-performing leaders who have 


successfully relied on their personal drive to make results. 


From Ego-Drive to Co-Drive 


The key to speeding up without burning up is a concept I call co-drive. 
Sustainable speed does not come from ego-drive, that 1s, your own personal 
performance or energy level, but rather from a different approach to 
engaging with people around you. 

Rather than running faster, Nick needs to make different moves 
altogether. First, he must let go of his obsession with his own development, 
his own needs, his own performance, and his own pace. Second, he must 


start obsessing about other people. 


IK may seem illogical, but the leap to a new growth curve begins by 
realizing that the recipe 1s not to take on more and speed up, but to slow 
down and let go of some of the issues that have been your driving forces: 
power, prestige, responsibility, recognition, or face time. 

The talent phase in our careers tends to be profoundly self-centered, 
even narcissistic. If you need to move on from the first growth curve im 
your career and want to take on more challenges, you need to exchange 
ego-drive for co-drive. 

Co-drive requires that you momentarily forget yourself-—and instead 
focus on others. The shift involves an understanding that you have already 
proven yourself. At this stage, the point is to help those around you 
perform. The change to co-drive involves moving from a stage of grabbing 


territory to a stage characterized by letting go of command and control. 


Beyond Teamwork 


So here 1s what Nick needs to do: Rather than striving to be energetic, he 
should aim to be energizing. Rather than setting the pace, he should aspire 
to make teams self-propelling. Instead of delegating tasks, he should learn 


to lead by congregating. 


Be energizing, not energetic 


Here 1s the paradox: You can actually speed things up by slowing down. 
There 1s no doubt that being energetic is contagious and therefore a short- 
term source of momentum. But 1f you lead by example all the time, your 
batteries will eventually run dry. You risk being dramed at the very point 


when your leadership 1s needed the most. Conveying a sense of urgency 1s 


useful, but an excess of urgency suffocates team development and reflection 
at the very point it 1s needed. “Code red” should be left for real 
emergencies. 

Nick has always had a weak point for people who, like himself, are 
high energy and get things done. These “Energizer Bunnies” are his star 
players. However, with the co-drive mindset, Nick needs to widen his sights 
and recognize and reward people who are good at energizing others. 
Energizing behavior is unselfish and generous, and praises, not just 


progress, but personality too. 


Seek self-propulsion, not pace setting 


If you lead by beating the drum, setting tight deadlines, and burning the 
midnight oil, your team becomes overly dependent on your presence. 
Sustainable speed 1s achievable only 1f the team propels itself without your 
presence. Jim Collins, author of Good to Great, wrote that great leaders 
don't waste time telling time; they build clocks. 

Self-propulsion comes from letting go of control, resisting the urge to 
make detailed corrections and allowing for informal leadership to flourish. 
As Harvard Kennedy School professor Ron Heifetz advocates, true 
leadership 1s realizing that you need to “give the work back” instead of 
being the hero who sweeps 1n and solves everybody”s problems. 

In Nick's case, he should resist the urge to take the driver"s seat and 
allow himself to take the passenger seat instead. Leading from the sideline, 
not the front line, will change his perspective. Instead of looking at the road 
and navigating traffic, he 1s able to monitor how the driver is actually doing 


and what needs to improve. In his mind, he should fire himself— 


momentarily —and see what happens to his team when he sets them free 
and asks them to take charge instead of looking to him for answers, 


deadlines, and decisions. 


Congregate, don't delegate 


From very early on in our careers, we learn that m order to solve big, 
complex issues fast, we must decompose the problem into smaller parts and 
delegate these pieces to specialists to get leverage. Surely, you can make 
good music by patching together the tracks of individual recordings. But 
true masterpieces come alive when the orchestra plays together. 

One example 1s the so-called Trauma Center approach. When a trauma 
patient comes 1n, all specialists are in the room assessing the patient at the 
same time, but constantly allowing the most skilled specialist to take the 
lead (and talk), not the designated leader. 

The most well-run trauma teams I have observed know when to jump 
in and when to step back. To put it simply, 1t's no use working on a finger if 
the heart 1s failing. A trauma team relies on trust and patience. They trust 
each other's specialty and work very symmetrically. There is a very strong 
“no one leaves before we are done” mentality in those teams. 

To Nick, this may sound like good old teamwork, and while Nick 1s 
certanly driven by a good measure of self-interest, he 1s also an 
accomplished leader who masters the dynamics of teamwork: having shared 
goals, assigning roles and responsibilities, and investing im the team. 

But there is more to co-drive than plam teamwork. It is about 
reworking the collaborative process itself. Rather than siloed problem 


solving, sustainable speed requires a shift toward more collective creation: 


gathering often, engaging issues openly and inviting others to improve on 
your own thoughts and decisions. 

Co-drive requires a different mindset. And 1t goes beyond teamwork. 
Adam Grant from Wharton has done research demonstrating that a 
generous and giving attitude toward others enhances team performance. 

Try, for instance, to take a look at your own behavior yesterday and 
gauge the balance between giving and taking. Givers offer assistance, share 
knowledge, and focus on introducing and helping others. Takers attempt to 
get other people to do something that will ultimately benefit them, while 
they act as gatekeepers of their own knowledge. 

Grant's conclusion is clear: A willingness to help others is not just the 
essence of effective cooperation and innovation—t 1s also the key to 


accelerating your own performance. 


Maturity and Caliber 


Headhunters call this change of perspective from ego-drive to co-drive 
“executive maturity.” The mature leader's burning question is: How do I 
help others perform? 

The developmental psychologist Robert Kegan calls the leap a 
subject/object shift. You progress from seemg and navigating in the world 
on the basis of your own needs and motives—and allowing yourself to be 
governed by these needs—to seeing yourself from an external position as a 
part of an organism. 

It requires a certain caliber and self-assuredness to act in this way. The 
ability to put your ego on hold may require a great effort. It might be 


worthwhile reminding yourself of the words of the American President 


Harry Truman: “It 1s incredible what you can achieve, 1f you don't care who 
gets the credit.” If you succeed in making this shift, and thereby improving 
the skills of the people around you, then you will also experience a greater 
degree of freedom. 

So next time you are feeling stuck, don't ask: “How can I push 


harder?” but “Where can I let go?” 


Merete Wedell-Wedellsborg works as an executive adviser to senior-level 
leaders and teams. She has practiced clinical psychology and has worked 
extensively in the financial sector. She 1s the author of Battle Mind: 
Performing Under Pressure and holds a PhD m busimess economics and an 


MA in organizational psychology. 





Adapted from “Help Your Team Do More Without Burning Out,” on 
hbr.org, October 15, 2018 (product 4HO4L4E). 


CHAPTER 12 
Carve a New Path at Work 


by Jennifer Moss 


As leaders look for new ways to improve workplace wellbemg while 
reducing stress and burnout, a relatively new concept has emerged: job 
crafting, a strategy that gives employees the chance to design their roles for 
a more meaningful experience of work. 

Scientists have found that monotonous work can negatively impact 
mental health, cause us major stress, and lead to burnout. The chronically 
bored are at higher risk for drug addiction, alcoholism, and compulsive 
gambling. In her paper, “Neuroscience Reveals That Boredom Hurts,” Dr. 
Judy Willis, a neurologist and former classroom teacher, claims that when 
we're bored, our judgment, goal-directed planning, risk assessment, focus, 
and control over our emotions all suffer.! And a Korn Ferry poll of nearly 
5,000 professionals claims that the top reason people look for a new job 1s 


boredom.? 


Meaning and Mental Health at Work 


Monotony, lack of flow, and a lack of autonomy have all been shown to 


increase stress and burnout mn the workplace. 


Richard Thackray, from the Washington, DC, Office of Aviation 
Medicine, wanted to understand the dangers for pilots 1f there was too much 
automation and boredom in their roles. In his paper, “The Stress of 
Boredom and Monotony,” he acknowledges that workplace monotony has 
already been shown to adversely impact morale, performance, and qualty 
of work.) However, his laboratory and field studies show that the 
combination of tasks that feel monotonous and lack meaning with deadline- 
driven roles and fast-paced work environments 1s a recipe for burnout. 

Dr. Shahram Heshmat, an associate professor emeritus at the 
University of Illinois at Springfield, claims workplace monotony can be 


caused by: 


1. Experiences that are repetitive and predictable, especially when we 


lack interest in the details of our tasks. 


2. A lack of “flow” —a term coined by Mihály Csikszentmihályi im 1975, 
defined as a state of total immersion in a task that 1s challenging, yet 
closely matched to one's abilities, often referred to as “being in the 


zone.” Tasks that are too easy lack meaning and become tedious. 


3. Work experiences that stop feeling novel. Novel experiences pump 
chemicals like dopamine into our brains, which is strongly linked to 
motivation and reward seeking. At work, 1t helps us meet deadlines, 
reach goals, and enjoy the work that we do every day. Conversely, 
once the brain identifies an experience as familiar, 1t stops seeking 
rewards and loses 1ts potential to motivate. Novelty 1s so important to 


well-being that researchers claim that 1t's a predictor of longevity. 


4. The belief that we lack agency or autonomy (the ability to make 
choices about how we work, what we work on, with whom we work, 
etc.). Autonomy in the workplace refers to how much personal 
freedom employees have to make decisions. This can range from 
schedule setting, to how goals are met, to what type of work we do 
from one day to the next. Higher levels of autonomy tend to result in 
an increase 1n job satisfaction, while lower levels of autonomy increase 


stress and can lead to burnout.? 


The above research clearly indicates that a lack of meaning in our 
work, limited agency over how we achieve our goals, and insufficient 
novelty in the tasks we engage in every day can have serious negative 
impacts on our mental and physical health. Job crafting may be exactly 


what leaders need as an antidote to these workplace stressors. 


Replacing Boredom with Meaning 


The reality 1s, most employees are required to carry out similar or identical 
tasks every day. It's challenging to avoid repetitive work, even when we 
enjoy what we do. In general, humans are attracted to repetition. Studies 
show that about 40% of our daily activities are performed each day im 
almost the same situations.” Subconscious behaviors allow our conscious 
brain to be more mindful and feel more psychologically safe. The trade-off 
for the comfort of routine can mean a less enjoyable experience when we 


engage 1n these tasks. 


So, what 1f we could make small tweaks to how we perform those 
actions, or change the way we perceive these tasks, so they stop feeling 
monotonous and instead feel novel and purposeful? This 1s the magic of job 
crafting. It transforms parts of our work that once felt meaningless into 
something that feels valued. 

In 2001, Jane Dutton, professor emerita of business administration and 
psychology at the University of Michigan, and Amy Wrzesniewski, 
professor of management at Yale, conceptualized the idea of job crafting. 
They define 1t as a means of describing the ways im which employees utilize 
opportunities to customize their jobs by actively changing their tasks and 
interactions with others at work. The mam idea 1s that we can stay im the 
same role, getting more meaning out of our jobs simply by changing what 
we do and the purpose behind 1t. Imagine you are a secretary at a public 
school. You can either think of your job as someone who writes late slips 
and calls parents when their children are absent or see yourself as an 
essential liaison between families, student, and school staff. You create the 
right environment for students to thrive by ensurimg their safety and 
managing communication for them so they are supported at home. 

Job crafting gives you the space to go beyond the job description and 
shape a meaning for the work you do. Managers shouldn”t expect that 
repetitive tasks will no longer get accomplished, but these types of tasks 


don”t define the role. 


The Benefits of Job Crafting to Avoid Burnout 


As an author, my role 1s m a constant state of job crafting. When Im 
writing, I get into a complete state of flow. Sounds stop permeating. The 
external world ceases to exist. On the flip side, research can feel tedious. 
For every 10 academic journals I read, I may get one significant piece of 
data that may or may not remain in the piece. It's like Im mining for gold. 
Since I care deeply about evidence-based writing, this process 1s necessary. 
It 1s also a significant part of an author”s daily work experience, definitely 
“part of the job.” 

I realized that 1f I wanted to enjoy the flow I feel while writing, 1 
needed to change how I perceive the task of researching. I started by jotting 
down a short list of why evidence-based writing 1s so Important to me. First, 
it backs up opinions with facts. Second, 1t relies on experts who have a 
deeper knowledge of the subject matter at hand than most. Finally, 1t 
provides us all with novel information that provokes new thinking. This list 
kick-started an “ideas bucket” for me, and every cool fact or interesting data 
point or thought-provoking case study would find its way there. These ideas 
have helped me exponentially as future stories came into view. They push 
me to learn new things and experience all the thrilling chemistry that comes 
with novel experiences 1n the bram. It also increases my energy, reduces 
monotony, and prevents me from burning out. 

Dutton, Wrzesniewksi, and Gelaye Debebe, associate professor of 
organizational sciences at George Washington University, coauthored the 
paper, “Being Valued and Devalued at Work: A Social Valung 
Perspective,” where they analyze the impact of job crafting as 1t relates to 
meaning and perception of role value.” The study examined cleaners at a 


prestigious university hospital known for its high-tech medicine. Although 


the cleaners im the study were more or less domg the same job, each one 
described their experience uniquely. The subjects were broken out into two 
groups —those who enjoyed their jobs, and those who did not. The group 
that didn"t enjoy their roles described their jobs as 1f they were reading a job 
description—required tasks only. They also described their work as 
requiring low skill and said that people didn't notice them. 

Cleaners who enjoyed their work included details like interacting with 
patients and visitors in their job descriptions, and believed their work was 
of high value. They also referred to themselves as “ambassadors and 
healers,” and would seek out assignments to support that self-title—such as 
spending more time with patients who seemed lonely, or regularly changing 
the pictures on the walls where patients were comatose to make the room 
feel nicer, so 1t might just help them revive. 

In a discussion with Shankar Vedantam, on NPR'ºs You 2.0., Amy 
Wrzesniewksi further elaborated on her interviews with the cleaners.” She 
shared that the employees who enjoyed their jobs also behaved with 
empathy toward the patients, as 1f they were family. In one scenario, 
Wrzesniewks1i describes how cleaning staff would put themselves in the 
physical place of a patient by looking up toward the ceiling “to see 1f there 
were things that were up there that we might not notice, but would bother 
the patients 1f they had to look at them all day long.” 

Purpose-driven roles are some of the most vulnerable to burnout and 
therefore require us to be mindful that we don't take job crafting too far. By 
adding new dimensions to our roles, we may increase passion, but we also 
run the risk of carrying an increased workload and suffering from 


exhaustion. Leadership should be reminded that autonomy and meaning are 


valuable to employees and tend to produce higher levels of engagement and 
happiness at work. However, managers still need to check in and remain 
accountable to how their employees are keeping those two forces im 
balance, so they don't end up getting burned out. 

For organizations looking to retain their top talent, it's important to 
understand that boredom 1s kryptonite for high performers and inspiration- 
seeking millennials. Leaders would benefit from giving employees the 
autonomy to increase purpose and meaning in their roles and reduce the 
repetitive tasks that fuel chronic stress and burnout. Not only does this 
prevent the potential for burnout, but 1t increases productivity, engagement, 


and retention. Best of all, job crafting can give us all a reason to look up. 


Jennifer Moss is an award-winning journalist, author, and international 
public speaker. She is a CBC Radio Columnist, reporting on topics related 
to happiness and well-beimg. She contributes regularly to Harvard Business 
Review and writes for the Society of Human Resource Management 
(SHRM). She sits on the Global Happiness Council im support of the UN”s 
Sustainable Development Goals related to well-being. Her book Unlocking 
Happiness at Work was named Business Book of the Year and her 
forthcoming book on bumout will be published by Harvard Business 


Review Press. 
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CHAPTER 13 


When Burnout Is a Sign You Should 
Leave Your Job 


by Monique Valcour 


You have the right to have work that enriches and enlivens you, rather than 
diminishing you. This is my own personal declaration of human rights at 
work. It informs everything I do as a coach, management professor, and 
human being. Yet 1t's surprisingly controversial. Managers and employees 
1n organizations around the world have bought into the assumption that pay 
and other contracted rewards are all you can expect to receive from work 
(and all that you owe your employees) and that 1t's unrealistic to hope for 
less-tangible benefits like trust, respect, autonomy, civility, and the 
opportunity to make a positive impact on others. This impoverished view of 
work plays out mn workplace attitudes and behaviors that bum employees 
out. It also traps people in jobs that harm their well-being and sense of self. 
When the conditions and demands you encounter at work—like 
workload, level of autonomy, and norms of interpersonal behavior —exceed 
your capacity to handle them, you”re at risk of burning out. Burnout has 
three components: exhaustion (lost energy), cynicism (lost enthusiasm), and 
inefficacy (lost self-confidence and capacity to perform), but you don't have 


to be experiencing all three m order to suffer serious consequences (see 


chapter 7 of this guide). For example, 1f you don't believe im your 
organizations core activities, leadership, and culture, you're likely to feel 
demoralized even 1f you still function well at work. 

While research has established that job and organizational factors that 
are largely outside of an individual employee”s control contribute to burnout 
at least as much as personal factors, attempts to reduce or prevent burnout 
primarily fall to individuals. Therefore, there may come a time when 
leaving your job or organization 1s the best possible course of action in 
response to burnout. I faced this decision a few years ago while working for 
an organization that had numerous burnout risk factors and many burned- 
out employees. I tried multiple strategies to increase my engagement, such 
as crafting my job (see chapter 12 of this guide). I looked for ways to create 
value for my employer that exploited my strengths. I gamed agreement for 
slight job modifications that allowed me to spend more time on work 1 
found meaningful and less time on assignments I disliked. I reduced my 
exposure to tasks, people, and situations that drained my energy to the 
extent that I could. 

Over time, however, my ability to exert control over my job was 
significantly constramed. I was assigned a higher load of stressful 
assignments and denied the opportunity to take on those I found fulfilling. 
Vigorous exercise, yoga, and meditation proved inadequate to control my 
stress; I found 1t necessary to take tranquilizers as well. I was unable to 
achieve any psychological distance from the stresses of my workplace. 
Familiar tasks required greater time and effort to complete, with the result 
that I worked nearly continuously. Ive always been achievement-oriented, 


so feeling my creative and productive capacity draming away from me was 


frightening. Friends observed that I was clearly miserable at work. I came 
to realize that even though leaving my job might entail a major career 
change and an unwelcome relocation, my well-being depended on 1t. 

If you're feeling burned out, how do you know when 1t's time to call it 
quits? Reflecting on the following questions can help you to determine 


whether you should leave your job. 


Does Your Job/Employer Enable You to Be the Best 
Version of Yourself? 


A sustainable job leverages your strengths and helps you perform at your 
peak. One of the most consistently demoralizmg experiences my coaching 
clients report is having to work in conditions that constram their 
performance to a level well below their potential for example, 
overwhelming workload, conflicting objectives, unclear expectations, 
inadequate resources, and lack of managerial support. Persistent barriers to 
good performance thwart the human need for mastery. Furthermore, when 
you're burned out, you provide less value than you would working im 
conditions that are more conducive to your performance and engagement. 
As my bumout progressed, my motivation plummeted and I had less to 
offer my employer. Not only was the organization hurting me, I was hurting 
the organization. Burnout 1s like a relationship that's gone bad: When the 
employment relationship is no longer beneficial to either party and the 


prospects for reviving 1t are dim, it may be time to call it quits. 


How Well Does Your Job/Employer Align with Your 
Values and Interests? 


When you experience a sense of fit between your values and interests and 
the values and needs of your organization, you are more likely to find 
meaning and purpose in your work. When fit 1s bad, on the other hand, you 
probably won't receive the support you need to perform well. Your career 
success suffers. My employer”s values as revealed by managerial behavior 
and decision-making practices clashed with my core commitments to 
authenticity, autonomy, making a positive difference, and facilitating 
thriving at work. While there were small ways im which I could create 
value, help others, and enjoy moments of satisfaction, overall, the landscape 
appeared bleak. I reasoned that rather than trying to garden in a desert, Pd 
be better off seeking fertile soil elsewhere to cultivate the fruits I longed to 


bring to life. 


What Does Your Future Look Like in Your 
Job/Organization? 


Zoom out and take a long-term perspective to assess whether you”ve hit a 
short-term rough patch or a longterm downward slide. Do you recognize 
yourself in senior members of the organization? Do they give you a hopeful 
vision of your future? The possibility of living out the reality that some of 
my senior colleagues were living filled me with dread. Considering a few 
senior colleagues who were clearly diminished by their employment, 
frequently sick, and consistently negative set off alarm bells for me. I knew 
that 1 didn't want to end up like that. Opportunities to expand into new 
areas and develop skills I hoped to build appeared slim. My future im the 


organization was one of stagnation. 


What Is Burnout Costing You? 


Burnout can take a serious toll on your health, performance, career 
prospects, psychological well-bemg, and relationships. In my case, the 
negative emotions I brought home hurt my marriage and family 
relationships as well as my peace of mind. Sitting im the office of a 
relationship counselor and hearing my always supportive husband say, “I 
have no more empathy left for you,” clarified the costs of burnout on me 
and my family. If you're unsure about the impact that burnout might be 
having on you, try asking your partner, family members, and close friends 
for their perspective. 

After considering these questions, 1f you conclude that leaving your 
job or organization 1s the right course of action for you, you”ve already 
turned a comer. You may not be able to quit today. But maybe today 1s the 
day that you begin to lay the groundwork: Put aside extra savings, update 
your résumé, reach out to network contacts, spread the word that you"d like 
a new job, get a coach, or sign up for an online course. The journey back to 
thriving begins with actions like these. In my case, I began lining up side 
gigs, got certified as a coach, and negotiated some additional training 
support as part of a separation agreement with my employer. I built a 
portfolio of fulfilling work activities into a sustainable career that I love. 
Pm convinced that 1f meaningful, rewarding work matters to you and 1f you 
commit to achieving 1t, you are more likely to enjoy your right to enriching 


work. 


Monique Valcour is an executive coach, keynote speaker, and management 
professor. She helps clients create and sustan fulfilling and high- 
performance jobs, careers, workplaces, and lives. Follow her on Twitter 


(ymoniquevalcour. 
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CHAPTER 14 


Reawakening Your Passion for Work 


by Richard Boyatzis, Annie McKee, and Daniel 
Goleman 


“Am 1 really living the way I want to live?” We all struggle with the 
question of personal meaning throughout our lives. The senior executives 
who read Harvard Business Review, for instance, seem to struggle with this 
question at the high point of their careers. Why? Many executives hit their 
professional stride im their forties and fifties, just as their parents are 
reaching the end of their lives—a reminder that all of us are mortal. What's 
more, many of the personality traits associated with career success, such as 
a knack for problem solving and sheer tenacity, lead people to stick with a 
difficult situation in the hope of making 1t better. Then one day, a creeping 
sensation sets in: Something 1s wrong. That realization launches a process 
we have witnessed—literally thousands of times—in our work coaching 
managers and executives over the past 14 years. 

The process 1s rarely easy, but we”ve found this type of awakenimg to 
be healthy and necessary; leaders need to go through 1t every few years to 
replenish their energy, creativity, and commitment—and to rediscover their 
passion for work and life. Indeed, leaders cannot keep achieving new goals 


and inspirimg the people around them without understanding their own 


dreams. In this article, we”ll look at the different signals that 1t's time to 
take stock —whether you have a nagging sense of doubt that builds over 
time until 1t's impossible to ignore or you experience a life-changing event 
that irrevocably alters your perspective. Then we'll describe some strategies 
for listening to those signals and taking restorative action. Such action can 
range from a relatively minor adjustment in outlook, to a larger refocusing 
on what really matters, to practical life changes that take you in an entirely 


new direction. 


When to Say When 


When asked, most businesspeople say that passion—to lead, to serve the 
customer, to support a cause or a product—is what drives them. When that 
passion fades, they begin to question the meaning of their work. How can 
you reawaken the passion and reconnect with what's meaningful for you? 
The first step 1s acknowledging the signal that 1t's time to take stock. Let's 


look at the various feelings that let you know the time has come. 


“| feel trapped.” 


Sometimes, a job that was fulfilling gradually becomes less meaningful, 
slowly eroding your enthusiasm and spirit until you no longer find much 
purpose in your work. People often describe this state as feeling trapped. 
They're restless, yet they can't seem to change—or even articulate what's 
wrong. 

Take the case of Bob McDowell, the corporate director of human 
resources at a large professional-services firm. After pouring his heart and 


soul into his work for 25 years, Bob had become terribly demoralized 


because his innovative programs were cut time and agam. As a result, his 
efforts could do little to improve the workplace over the long term. For 
years he had quieted his nagging doubts, im part because an occasional 
success or a rare employee who flourished under his guidance provided 
deep, 1f temporary, satisfaction. Moreover, the job carried all the usual 
trappings of success—title, money, and perks. And, like most people im 
middle age, McDowell had financial responsibilities that made 1t risky to 
trade security for personal fulfillment. Factors such as these conspire to 
keep people trudging along, hoping things will get better. But clinging to 
security or trying to be a good corporate citizen can turn out to be a prison 


of your own making. 


“Pm bored.” 


Many people confuse achieving day-to-day business goals with performing 
truly satisfying work, so they continue setting and achieving new goals — 
until 1t dawns on them that they are bored. People are often truly shaken by 
this revelation; they feel as 1f they have just emerged from a spiritual 
blackout. We saw this in Nick Mimken, the owner of a successful insurance 
agency, who increasingly felt that something was missing from his life. He 
joined a book group, hoping that intellectual stimulation would help him 
regam some enthusiasm, but it wasn't enough. The fact was, he had lost 
touch with his dreams and was going through the motions at work without 
experiencing any real satisfaction from the success of his busimess. 

High achievers like Mimken may have trouble accepting that they”re 
bored because it's often the generally positive traits of ambition and 


determination to succeed that obscure the need for fun. Some people may 


feel guilty about being restless when 1t looks like they have 1t all. Others 
may admit they aren't having fun but believe that”s the price of success. As 
one manager said, “I work to live. I don't expect to find deep meaning at 
the office; I get that elsewhere.” The problem? Like many, this man works 


more than 60 hours a week, leaving him little time to enjoy anything else. 


“fm not the person | want to be.” 


Some people gradually adjust to the letdowns, frustrations, and even 
boredom of their work until they surrender to a routine that's incompatible 
with who they are and what they truly want. Consider, for instance, John 
Lauer, an inspirational leader who took over as president of BFGoodrich 
and quickly captured the support of top executives with his insight into the 
company”s challenges and opportunities and his contagious passion for the 
business. 

But after he'd been with the company about six years, we watched 
Lauer give a speech to a class of executive MBA students and saw that he 
had lost his spark. Over time, Lauer had fallen m step with a corporate 
culture that was focused on shareholder value mm a way that was inconsistent 
with what he cared about. Not surprisingly, he left the company six months 
later, breaking from corporate life by joming his wife m her work with 
Hungarian relief organizations. He later admitted that he knew he wasn't 
himself by the end of his time at BFGoodrich, although he didn't quite 
know why. 

How did Lauer stray from his core? First, the change was so gradual 
that he didn't notice that he was being absorbed into a culture that didn't fit 
him. Second, like many, he did what he felt he “should,” going along with 


the bureaucracy and making minor concession after minor concession rather 
than following his heart. Finally, he exhibited a trait that 1s a hallmark of 
effective leaders: adaptabilty. At first, adapting to the corporate culture 
probably made Lauer feel more comfortable. But without strong self- 
awareness, people risk adapting to such an extent that they no longer 


recognize themselves. 


“| won't compromise my ethics.” 


The signal to take stock may come to people in the form of a challenge to 
what they feel is right. Such was the case for Niall FitzGerald, former 
cochairman of Unilever, when he was asked to take a leadership role in 
South Africa, which was still operating under apartheid. The offer was 
widely considered a feather im his cap and a positive sign about his future 
with Unilever. Until that time, FitzGerald had accepted nearly every 
assignment, but the South Africa opportunity stopped him mm his tracks, 
posing a direct challenge to his principles. How could he, m good 
conscience, accept a job in a country whose political and practical 
environment he found reprehensible? 

Or consider the case of a manager we'll call Rob. After working for 
several supportive and loyal bosses, he found himself reporting to an 
executive—we"lIl call him Martin —whose management style was 1n direct 
conflict with Rob's values. The man's abusive treatment of subordinates 
had derailed a number of promising careers, yet he was something of a 
legend m the company. To Rob's chagrim, the senior executive team 
admired Martin's performance and, frankly, felt that young managers 


benefited from a stint under his marine lieutenant-style leadership. 


When you recognize that an experience 1s 1n conflict with your values, 
as FitzGerald and Rob did, you can at least make a conscious choice about 
how to respond. The problem 1s, people often miss this particular signal 
because they lose sight of their core values. Sometimes they separate their 
work from their personal lives to such an extent that they don't bring their 
values to the office. As a result, they may accept or even engage in 
behaviors they"d deem unacceptable at home. Other people find that their 
work becomes their life, and busmess goals take precedence over 
everything else. Many executives who genuimmely value family above all still 
end up working 12-hour days, missing more and more family dinners as 
they pursue success at work. In these cases, people may not hear the wake- 
up call. Even 1f they do, they may sense that something isn't quite right but 
be unable to identify 1t—or do anything to change 1t. 


“| can't ignore the call.” 


A wake-up call can come 1n the form of a mission: an 1rresistible force that 
compels people to step out, step up, and take on a challenge. It is as if they 
suddenly recognize what they are meant to do and cannot ignore 1t any 
longer. 

Such a call is often spiritual, as im the case of the executive who, after 
examining his values and personal vision, decided to quit his job, become 
ordained, buy a building, and start a church—all at age 55. But a call can 
take other forms as well —to become a teacher, to work with disadvantaged 
children, or to make a difference to the people you encounter every day. 
Rebecca Yoon, who runs a dry-cleaning busimess, has come to consider 1t 


her mission to connect with her customers on a personal level. Her constant 


and sincere attention has created remarkable loyalty to her shop, even 
though the actual service she provides 1s 1dentical to that delivered by 


hundreds of other dry cleaners im the city. 


pp” 


“Life is too short! 


Sometimes 1t takes a trauma, large or small, to jolt people into taking a hard 
look at their lives. Such an awakening may be the result of a heart attack, 
the loss of a loved one, or a world tragedy. It can also be the result of 
something less dramatic, like adjusting to an empty nest or celebrating a 
significant birthday. Priorities can become crystal clear at times like these, 
and things that seemed important weeks, days, or even minutes ago no 
longer matter. 

For example, following a grueling and heroic escape from his office at 
One World Trade Center on September 11, 2001, John Paul DeVito of the 
May Davis Group stumbled into a church in tears, desperate to call his 
family. When a police officer tried to calm him down, DeVito responded, 
“Pm not in shock. [ve never been more cognizant in my life.” Even as he 
mourned the deaths of friends and colleagues, he continued to be ecstatic 
about life, and he's now reframing his priorities, amazed that before this 
horrific experience he put duty to his job above almost everything else. 

DeVito 1s not alone. Anecdotal evidence suggests that many people felt 
the need to seek new meaning in their lives after the tragedies of 9/11, 
which highlighted the fact that life can be cut short at any time. An article 
in the December 26, 2001, Wall Street Journal described two women who 
made dramatic changes after the attacks. Following a visit to New York 


shortly after the towers were hit, engineer Betty Roberts quit her job at age 


52 to enroll m divinity school. And Chicki Wentworth decided to give up 
the office and restaurant building she had owned and managed for nearly 30 
years 1n order to work with troubled teens. 

But as we've said, people also confront awakening events throughout 
their lives m much more mundane circumstances. Turning 40, getting 
married, sending a child to college, undergoimg surgery, facing retirement— 
these are just a handful of the moments mm life when we naturally pause, 
consider where our choices have taken us, and check our accomplishments 
against our dreams. 

Interestingly, 1t's somehow more socially acceptable to respond to 
shocking or traumatic events than to any of the others. As a result, people 
who feel trapped and bored often stick with a job that's making them 
miserable for far too long, and thus they may be more susceptible to stress- 
related 1llnesses. What's more, the quieter signals—a sense of unease that 
builds over time, for example —can be easy to miss or dismiss because their 
day-to-day impact 1s incremental. But such signals are no less important as 
indicators of the need to reassess than the more visible events. How do you 
learn to listen to vital signals and respond before 1t's too late? It takes a 


conscious, disciplined effort at periodic self-examination. 


Strategies for Renewal 


There's no one-size-fits-all solution for restormg meaning and passion to 
your life. However, there are strategies for assessing your life and making 
corrections 1f you've gotten off course. Most people pursue not a single 


strategy but a combination, and some seek outside help while others prefer 


a more solitary journey. Regardless of which path you choose, you need 
time for reflection—a chance to consider where you are, where you”re 


going, and where you really want to be. Let's look at five approaches. 


Call a time-out 


For some people, taking time off is the best way to figure out what they 
really want to do and to reconnect with their dreams. Academic institutions 
have long provided time for rejuvenation through sabbaticals—six to 12 
months off, often with pay. Some businesses —to be clear, very few—offer 
sabbaticals as well, letting people take a paid leave to pursue their interests 
with the guarantee of a job when they return. More often, businesspeople 
who take time off do so on their own time—-a risk, to be sure, but few who 
have stepped off the track regret the decision. 

This 1s the path Bob McDowell took. McDowell, the HR director we 
described earlier who felt trapped im his job, stepped down from his 
position, did not look for another job, and spent about eight months taking 
stock of his life. He considered his successes and failures and faced up to 
the sacrifices he had made by dedicating himself so completely to a job that 
was, in the end, less than fulfilling. Other executives take time off with far 
less ambitious goals —simply to get their heads out of their work for a while 
and focus on their personal lives. After a time, they may very happily go 
back to the work they"d been doimg for years, eager to embrace the same 
challenges with renewed passion. 

Still others might want to step off the fast track and give their minds a 
rest by doing something different. When Nick Mimken, the bored head of 


an insurance agency, took stock of his life and finally realized he wasn't 


inspired by his work, he decided to sell his busimess, keep only a few 
clients, and take sculpture classes. He then went to work as a day laborer 
for a landscaper m order to pursue his interest m outdoor sculpture—im 
particular, stone fountans. Today he and his wife live im Nantucket, 
Massachusetts, where he no longer works for a living but at living. He is 
explorng what speaks to him—be it rock sculpture, bronze casting, 
protecting wildlife, or teaching people how to handle their money. Nick is 
deeply passionate about his work and how he is living his life. He calls 
himself a life explorer. 

In any event, whether 1t's an intense soul-searching exercise or simply 
a break from corporate life, people almost invariably find time-outs 
energizing. But stepping out isn't easy. No to-do lists, no meetings or phone 
calls, no structure—t can be difficult for high achievers to abandon their 
routines. The loss of financial security makes this move inconceivable for 
some. And for the many people whose identities are tied up im their 
professional lives, walking away feels like too great a sacrifice. Indeed, 
we've seen people jump back onto the train within a week or two without 
reaping any benefit from the time off, just because they could not stand to 


be away from work. 


Find a program 


While a time-out can be little more than a refreshing pause, a leadership or 
executive development program 1s a more structured strategy, guiding 


people as they explore their dreams and open new doors. 


Remember John Lauer? Two years after Lauer left BFGoodrich, he 
was still working with Hungarian refugees (his time-out) and maintamed 
that he wanted nothing to do with running a company. Yet as part of his 
search for the next phase of his career, he decided to pursue an executive 
doctorate degree. While in the program, he took a leadership development 
seminar in which a series of exercises forced him to clarify his values, 
philosophy, aspirations, and strengths. (See the sidebar “Tools for 
Reflection” to learn more about some of these exercises.) 

In considermg the next decade of his life and reflecting on his 
capabilities, Lauer realized that his resistance to running a company 
actually represented a fear of replicating his experience at BFGoodrich. In 
fact, he loved being at the helm of an organization where he could convey 
his vision and lead the company forward, and he relished working with a 
team of like-minded executives. Suddenly, he realized that he missed those 
aspects of the CEO job and that 1n the right kind of situation —one in which 
he could apply the ideas he”d developed im his studies —being a CEO could 
be fun. 

With this renewed passion to lead, Lauer returned a few headhunters” 
calls and within a month was offered the job of chairman and CEO at 
Oglebay Norton, a $250 million company in the raw-materials business. 
There he became an exemplar of the democratic leadership style, 
welcoming employees” input and encouraging his leadership team to do the 
same. As one of his executives told us, “John raises our spirits, our 


confidence, and our passion for excellence.” Although the company deals m 


such unglamorous commodities as gravel and sand, Lauer made so many 
improvements in his first year that Oglebay Norton was featured in 


Fortune, Business Week, and the Wall Street Journal. 


TOOLS FOR REFLECTION 


Once you've lost touch with your passion and dreams, the very routine of 
work and the habits of your mind can make it difficult to reconnect. Here 
are some tools that can help you break from those routines and allow 


your dreams to resurface. 


Reflecting on the Past 


Alone and with trusted friends and advisers, periodically do a reality 
check. Take an hour or two and draw your “lifeline” Beginning with 
childhood, plot the high points and the low points: the events that 
caused you great joy and great sorrow. Note the times you were most 
proud, most excited, and most strong and clear. Note also the times you 
felt lost and alone. Point out for yourself the transitions—times when 
things fundamentally changed for you. Now look at the whole. What are 
some of the underlying themes? What seems to be ever present, no 
matter the situation? What values seem to weigh in most often and most 
heavily when you make changes in your life? Are you generally on a 
positive track, or have there been lots of ups and downs? Where does 


luck or fate fit in? 


Now switch to the more recent past, and consider these questions: 
What has or has not changed at work and in life? How am | feeling? How 
do | see myself these days? Am | living my values? Am I having fun? Do my 
values still fit with what | need to do at work and with what my company 
is doing? Have my dreams changed? Do | still believe in my vision of my 
future? 

As a way to pull it all together, do a bit of free-form writing. Try 


finishing the sentence, “In my life |...” and “Now... * 


Defining Your Principles for Life 


Think about the different aspects of your life that are important, such as 
family, relationships, work, spirituality, and physical health. What are 
your core values in each of those areas? List five or six principles that 
guide you in life, and think about whether they are values that you truly 


live by or simply talk about. 


Extending the Horizon 


Try writing a page or two about what you would like to do with the rest of 
your life. Or you might want to number a sheet of paper 1 through 27, and 
then list all the things you want to do or experience before you die. Don't 
feel the need to stop at 27, and don't worry about priorities or 
practicality—just write down whatever comes to you. 

This exercise is harder than it seems because it's human nature to 
think more in terms of what we have to do—by tomorrow, next week, or 


next month. But with such a short horizon, we can focus only on what's 


urgent, not on what's important. When we think in terms ofthe extended 
horizon, such as what we might do before we die, we open up a new 
range of possibilities. In our work with leaders who perform this exercise, 
we've seen a surprising trend: Most people jot down a few career goals, 
but 80% or more of their lists have nothing to do with work. When they 
finish the exercise and study their writing, they see patterns that help 


them begin to crystallize their dreams and aspirations. 


Envisioning the Future 


Think about where you would be sitting and reading this article if it were 
15 years from now and you were living your ideal life. What kinds of 
people would be around you? How would your environment look and 
feel? What might you be doing during a typical day or week? Don't worry 
about the feasibility of creating this life; rather, let the image develop 
and place yourself in the picture. 

Try doing some free-form writing about this vision of yourself, speak 
your vision into a tape recorder, or talk about it with a trusted friend. 
Many people report that, when doing this exercise, they experience a 
release of energy and feel more optimistic than they had even moments 
earlier. Envisioning an ideal future can be a powerful way to connect with 


the possibilities for change in our lives. 


Another executive we know, Tim Schramko, had a long career 
managing health care companies. As a diversion, he began teaching part- 


time. He took on a growing course load while fulfilling his business 


responsibilities, but he was running himself ragged. It wasn"t until he went 
through a structured process to help him design his ideal future that he 
realized he had a calling to teach. Once that was clear, he developed a plan 
for extricating himself from his busimess obligations over a two-year period 
and 1s now a full-time faculty member. 

Many educational institutions offer programs that support this type of 
move. What's more, some companies have developed their own programs 
because they realize that leaders who have a chance to reconnect with their 
dreams tend to return with redoubled energy and commitment. The risk, of 
course, 1s that after serious reflection, participants will jump ship. But im our 
experience, most find new meaning and passion 1n their current positions. 
In any event, people who do leave weren't in the right job—and they would 


have realized it sooner or later. 


Create “reflective structures” 


When leadership guru Warren Bennis interviewed leaders from all walks of 
life in the early 1990s, he found that they had a common way of staying in 
touch with what was important to them. They built into their lives what 
Bennis calls “reflective structures,” time and space for self-examination, 
whether a few hours a week, a day or two a month, or a longer period every 
year. 

For many people, religious practices provide an outlet for reflection, 
and some people build time into the day or week for prayer or meditation. 
But reflection does not have to involve organized religion. Exercise 1s an 
outlet for many people, and some executives set aside time in their 


calendars for regular workouts. One CEO of a $2 billion utility company 


reserves eight hours a week for solitary reflection—an hour a day, perhaps 
two or three hours on a weekend. During that time, he might go for a long 
walk, work in his home shop, or take a ride on his Harley. However you 
spend the time, the idea 1s to get away from the demands of your job and be 
with your own thoughts. 

Increasingly, we've seen people seek opportunities for collective 
reflection as well, so that they can share their dreams and frustrations with 
their peers. On his third time heading a major division of the Hay Group, 
Murray Dalziel decided to build some reflection into his life by joming a 
CEO group that meets once a month. In a sense, the group legitimizes time 
spent thinking, talking, and learning from one another. Members have 
created a trusting community where they can share honest feedback—a 
scarce resource for most executives. And all gam tangible benefits, as 
people exchange tips on how to fix broken processes or navigate sticky 


situations. 


Work with a coach 


Our own biases and experiences sometimes make 1t impossible for us to 
find a way out of a difficult or confusimg situation; we need an outside 
perspective. Help can come informally from family, friends, and colleagues, 
or it can come from a professional coach skilled at helping people see their 
strengths and identify new ways to use them. We won't discuss more 
traditional therapy 1n this article, but 1t 1s, of course, another alternative. 
When Bob McDowell, the HR director, stepped out of his career, he 
sought out a variety of personal and professional connections to help him 


decide how to approach the future. Working with an executive coach, 


McDowell was able to identify what was important to him mm life and 
translate that to what he found essential mm a job. He could then draw clear 
lines around the aspects of his personal life he would no longer 
compromise, including health and exercise, time with his family, personal 
hobbies, and other interests. In the end, he found his way to a new career as 
a partner mn an executive search business—a job he”d never considered but 
one that matched his passion for helping people and the companies they 
work for. What's more, his soul-searching had so sparked his creativity that 
in his new position he combined traditional organizational consulting with 
the search process to discover unusual possibilities. Instead of a typical 
executive search, he helps companies find employees who will bring magic 
to the business and to the relationships essential to success. 

What did the coach bring to McDowell's self-reflection? Perhaps the 
chief benefit was a trusting, confidential relationship that gave him the 
space to dream— something executives shy away from, largely because the 
expectations of society and their families weigh on them so heavily. Like 
many, McDowell began this process assuming that he would simply narrow 
his priorities, clarify his work goals, and chart a new professional path. But 
to his surprise, his coach”s perspective helped him see new opportunities in 
every part of his life, not just in his work. 

Sometimes, however, a coach does little more than help you recognize 
what you already know at some level. Richard Whiteley, the cofounder of a 
successful international consulting firm and author of several business best- 
sellers, felt that he wasn't having as much fun as he used to; he was restless 
and wanted a change. To that end, he began to do some work on the side, 


helping busmesspeople improve their effectiveness through spiritual 


development. He was considering leaving his consulting practice behind 
altogether and concentrating on the spiritual work—but he was torn. He 
turned to a spiritual leader, who told him, “Forget the spiritual work and 
concentrate on the work you've been doing.” Only when forced to choose 
the wrong path could Richard recognize what he truly wanted to do. Within 
a few months, Richard had devoted himself to writing and speaking almost 


exclusively on spirituality and passion im work -—and he's thriving. 


Find new meaning in familiar territory 


It's not always feasible to change your job or move somewhere new, even 1f 
your situation 1s undesirable. And frankly, many people don”t want to make 
such major changes. But it is often easier than you might think to make 
small adjustments so that your work more directly reflects your beliefs and 
values—as long as you know what you need and have the courage to take 
some risks. 

Back to Niall FitzGerald, who was confronted with the decision over 
whether to live and work in South Africa. A strong and principled person as 
well as a good corporate citizen, FitzGerald eventually decided to break 
with company culture by accepting the job on one unprecedented condition: 
If over the first six months or so he found his involvement with the country 
intolerable, he would be allowed to take another job at Unilever, no 
questions asked. He then set forth to find ways to exert a positive influence 
on his new work environment wherever possible. 

As the leader of a prominent business, FitzGerald had some clout, of 
course, but he knew that he could not take on the government directly. His 


response: Figure out what he could change, do it, and then deal with the 


system. For example, when he was building a new plant, the architect 
showed FitzGerald plans with eight bathrooms—four each for men and 
women, segregated by the four primary racial groups, as mandated by law. 
Together, the eight bathrooms would consume one-quarter of an entire 
floor. 

FitzGerald rejected the plans, announcing that he would build two 
bathrooms, one for men and one for women, to the highest possible 
standards. Once the plant was built, government officials inspected the 
building, noticed the discrepancy, and asked him what he planned to do 
about 1t. He responded, “They”re not segregated because we chose not to do 
so. We don't agree with segregation. These are very fine toilets ... you 
could have your lunch on the floor ....I don't have a problem at all. You 
have a problem, and you have to decide what you are gomg to do. Im 
doing nothing.” The government did not respond immediately, but later the 
law was quietly changed. FitzGerald”s act of rebellion was small, but it was 
consistent with his values and was the only stand he could have taken in 
good conscience. Living one's values 1n this way, In the face of opposition, 
is energizing. Bringing about change that can make a difference to the 
people around us gives meaning to our work, and for many people, 1t leads 
to a renewed commitment to their jobs. 

For Rob, the manager who found himself reporting to an abusive boss, 
the first step was to look inward and admit that every day would be a 
challenge. By becoming very clear about his own core values, he could 
decide moment to moment how to deal with Martin's demands. He could 
determine whether a particular emotional reaction was a visceral response 


to a man he didn't respect or a reaction to a bad idea that he would need to 


confront. He could choose whether to do what he thought was right or to 
collude with what felt wrong. His clarity allowed him to stay calm and 
focused, do his job well, and take care of the business and the people 
around him. In the end, Rob came out of a difficult situation knowing he 
had kept his integrity without compromising his career, and in that time, he 
even learned and grew professionally. He still uses the barometer he 
developed during his years with Martin to check actions and decisions 
against his values, even though his circumstances have changed. 

Another executive we've worked with, Bart Morrison, ran a nonprofit 
organization for 10 years and was widely considered a success by donors, 
program recipients, and policy makers alike. Yet he felt restless and 
wondered 1f a turn as a company executive—which would mean higher 
compensation—would satisfy his urge for a new challenge. Morrison didn'”t 
really need more money, although it would have been a plus, and he had a 
deep sense of social mission and commitment to his work. He also 
acknowledged that working im the private sector would not realistically 
offer him any meaningful new challenges. In our work together, he 
bramstormed about different avenues he could take while continumg m the 
nonprofit field, and it occurred to him that he could write books and give 
speeches. These new activities gave him the excitement he had been 
looking for and allowed him to stay true to his calling. 

It's worth noting that executives often feel threatened when employees 
start asking, “Am I doing what I want to do with my life?” The risk is very 
real that the answer will be no, and companies can lose great contributors. 
The impulse, then, may be to try to suppress such exploration. Many 


executives also avoid listening to their own signals, fearimg that a close look 


at their dreams and aspirations will reveal severe disappointments, that to 
be true to themselves they will have to leave their jobs and sacrifice 
everything they have worked so hard to achieve. 

But although people no longer expect leaders to have all the answers, 
they do expect their leaders to be open to the questions —to try to keep their 
own passion alive and to support employees through the same process. 
After all, sooner or later most people will feel an urgent need to take stock 
— and 1f they are given the chance to heed the call, they will most likely 


emerge stronger, wiser, and more determined than ever. 
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SECTION THREE 


Preventing Burnout on Your Team 


CHAPTER 15 


Making Work Less Stressful and More 


Engaging for Your Employees 
by Natalia Peart 


We all know that excessive stress is a health hazard. What is less talked 
about are the effects of burnout on business performance. Stress makes 
people nearly three times as likely to leave their jobs, temporarily impairs 
strategic thinking, and dulls creative abilities. Burnout, then, 1s a threat to 
your bottom line, one that costs the U.S. more than $300 billion a year in 
absenteeism, turnover, diminished productivity, and medical, legal, and 
insurance costs. ! 

The more companies realize this, the more the workplace wellness 
sector grows. But individual-level perks are not the answer to our problem. 
In a recent study, researchers found that while there 1s an expectation that 
wellness programs will reduce health-care spending and absenteeism within 
a year or two, they often do not.? This study adds to the growing body of 
work suggesting that such programs are not as effective as we think. 

Instead, employers need to shift to organization-level approaches for 
reducing stress at work, ones that foster employee well-being while 
simultaneously improving business performance. While this may seem 


unrealistic, 1t's not. Over a decade of experience as a clinical psychologist 


and leadership consultant has taught me that burnout prevention requires 
reducing workplace stress while also upping employee engagement. Here's 


how to do both. 


Create a Work Environment That Decreases Stress 


When employees are put im a high-stress situation—whether from unclear 
expectations, unreasonable deadlines, or a hectic workspace—they are at 
risk of moving into fight-or-flight mode. This is something that happens to 
our bodies when we feel threatened. The primal, more emotional parts of 
our brains take over, and our ability to think long term, strategize, and 
innovate decreases. If we stay in this mode too long, eventually, we get 
burned out. To counter this effect, you need to build a secure work 
environment and incorporate stress reduction habits into your team”s daily 


workflows. 


Increase psychological safety 


If your employees perceive your workplace as a threat, then you cannot 
build the trust your team needs to collaborate and innovate effectively. In 
her book The Fearless Organization, Amy Edmondson describes three steps 
you can take to build psychological safety. First, make your expectations 
obvious by giving your employees clear goals. Second, make sure everyone 
feels that their voices are heard, and that everyone knows that you want 
their voices to be heard. You can do this by inviting people to speak up in 
meetings and conducting brainstorming sessions more than you impose top- 


down decisions. Third, develop a work environment that 1s both challenging 


and unthreatening. Let people know 1t's OK to fail. Recognize team 
members who think outside the box and ask your employees for feedback 


regularly to show you're all 1n 1t together. 


Build regular break times into the workday 


The human brain can focus for around 90-120 minutes before 1t needs to 
rest. That's why you should encourage your employees to step away from 
their desks and mentally disengage from challenging tasks every couple of 
hours. Suggest they go for a short walk (especially 1f they have been 1n a 
series of long meetings), send out calendar invites reminding them to take 
breaks, and try to lead by example. Letting their minds rest and moving 
their bodies will provide your team with the mental space they need to 


perform well consistently. 


Encourage the use of private workspaces when team members 
need to focus 

Open offices are prone to distractions, increasing stress and decreasing 
productivity. There 1s sometimes a built-m expectation that employees must 
always be available for impromptu meetings and discussions as a result of 
the office layout. If you don't have private workspaces where employees 
can go to focus or decompress, try using signals like “do not disturb” signs 


when needed, or scheduling “quiet hours” when people can work. 


Set boundaries around time outside of work 


Teams that are not all in one location might need to work outside of 
traditional hours from time to time. However, the blurring of work and 


personal time 1s a significant source of job stress. A study found that 1t 1s 


not just answering emails that increases employees” anxiety —1t 1s also the 
expectation that they will be available to do so outside of work hours. To 
combat this, set clear guidelines and follow them. Send emails and make 


calls after hours only when it's urgent—and set the bar very high. 


Look into flexible work policies 


If you want a highly adaptive team, then create an adaptable work 
environment. Give your employees flexibility by allowing them to work 
staggered hours, taking into account their varying needs. Hold one-on-one 
meetings to understand those needs and find alternative arrangements for 


people who are strugeling with work-life balance. 


Build Employee Engagement 


Decades of data have confirmed that higher employee engagement, or the 
strength of the mental and emotional connection an employee feels toward 
their workplace, has many positive benefits —including reduced stress, 
improved health and job satisfaction, as well as increased productivity, job 


retention, and profitability. 


Be transparent 


If your team members are confused about how their work connects to and 
serves both the short- and longterm company goals, they will naturally 
become more stressed and less productive—especially in times of 
uncertainty. Part of your job 1s to help them see the big picture, or the role 
they play im helping the company achieve its larger goals. While you may 
not be able to share every thing with your team, you can provide them with 


the information they need to understand how their work 1s contributing to 


the company”s mission. If they are curious about something that you are 
unable to share, be transparent about why. You want to reduce the stress that 
accompanies ambiguity. One study of 2.5 million teams found that, when 
managers communicated daily with their direct reports, employees were 
three times as likely to be engaged than when their managers did not 
communicate regularly with them.? Still, only 40% of employees say they 


are well informed about their company”s strategic goals. 


Make sure people are in the right roles 


If your team members loathe doing their jobs, then they are naturally gomg 
to be less engaged. To ensure that their talents and strengths are aligned 
with the expectations and responsibilities of their roles, check in with each 
of your direct reports regularly. These conversations don't need to be formal 
—talk to them about their passions, interests, and goals. Use the 
information you gather to assign projects they will find meaningful and 


follow up to ensure they have the tools they need to succeed. 


Give as much autonomy as you can 


When possible, give your team control over how they manage their 
projects. Employees are 43% less likely to experience high levels of 
burnout when they have a choice mn deciding what tasks to do, when to do 
them, and how much time to spend on each. To make sure someone is 
ready to work independently, one researcher suggests asking them to 
shadow you on a task or project first, and then allowing them to practice 
under your supervision. During this time, you can give them feedback and 


gauge when they will be ready to work on their own. 


Demonstrate a commitment to your employees” growth and 
progression 

Don't hold on too tightly to your talent. While most people will not be 
promoted every year or two, they do need to feel like you are providing 
them with steady growth and learning opportunities. Sometimes this might 
even mean supporting internal mobility. Give people the chance to move 
around, or move on, 1f 1t's the right next step for their careers. Your 
commitment to their growth will deepen the sense of trust between you and 


them. 


Create a culture of recognition 


Publicly recognizing the hard work and contributions of team members 
decreases feelings of stress and increases feelings of connection and 
belonging. Research has shown that companies with high-recognition 
cultures perform better and have less turnover than those that don't. This 1s, 
perhaps, because support and recognition make 1t easier for people to cope 
with the demands of work by showing them that their efforts are valued. 
Team meetings are a great time to call out exceptional performance. 
Unexpected gestures that communicate sincere appreciation can also be 
effective. If your employee closes a new client deal, for example, 
congratulate them publicly. Josh Bersin of Deloitte adds that 1f you can 
create a culture im which peers recognize and show gratitude to one another, 


your employees are more likely to stay happy and satisfied in their roles. 


Deepen engagement further by instilling a sense of purpose 


If the only thing motivating your team to go to work 1s a paycheck, their 
performance will suffer more than those who feel a sense of purpose im 
what they do. When employees connect the impact of their work back to the 
real world, daily tasks, which once seemed tedious, gain meaning. Start by 
making purpose a part of your business plan. Even 1f 1t's not declared im 
your mission statement, help your team understand by showing them the 
impact their work has both within the company, mm other departments, as 
well as outside the organization, on society. You should also share your 
purpose during recruitment, and search for candidates that support 1t. 
Burnout and the consequences it reaps when unacknowledged are 
detrimental to employee well-being and business performance. To battle 
this growing epidemic and create healthier work environments, leaders need 
to commit to changing what “workplace wellness” looks like. Let these 
steps guide you. If you are successful, you will not just reduce worker 
stress. You will create a workforce with happier, more productive 


employees, and be a better business for 1t. 


Natalia Peart, PhD, is a clinical psychologist and Fortune 1000 executive 
leadership consultant. She has served on the Federal Reserve Board, 10th 
District; as staff psychologist at Johns Hopkins University; and CEO of the 
Women's Center for Advancement. She 1s also the author of Future 
Proofed: How to Navigate Disruptive Change, Find Calm in Chaos, and 
Succeed in Work & Life. 
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CHAPTER 16 


How Are You Protecting Your High 


Performers? 
by Matt Plummer 


A httle over a year ago, a high-performing specialist at one of the largest 
technologies companies—we"ll call him Santiago—was given an 
opportunity no high performer could turn down: an opportunity to play a 
manager role on a project he really cared about. The director told him, “You 
care about this; you lead 1t.” So he did, and all seemed to be gomg well — 
even though he was planning a significant companywide event at the same 
time, a role he had volunteered for. 

“We had a really important conference call I had spent a lot of time 
preparing for. The call went well, but when I finished the call, I realized I 
was feeling really sick,” Santiago recounts. “It got worse after that. I went 
to the doctor later that day, and he told me I had pneumonia. I ended up im 
the ER the next morning and couldn't work for the full next week. It was a 
shocking moment for me. I'm young and healthy, but I realized that 1f 1 
push myself, I will burn out.” 

Unfortunately, this 1sn't an unusual experience for high performers: A 
five-year study in the U.K. found that the mental health of 20% of the top- 


performing leaders of U.K. businesses is affected by corporate burnout. ! 


It's easy to blame burnout on the high performers themselves. After 
all, the stereotype 1s that these overachievers say yes to more work even 
when they're already at capacity. They routinely put work first, canceling 
personal engagements to finish the job. 

While such habits may be partially to blame, this isn't the full story. In 
my experience, many companies and leaders engage im three common 
practices, often unknowingly, that make top performers even more likely to 


burn out: 


They Put High Performers on the Hardest Projects 


“The most obvious difference between high performers and their peers 1s 
that high performers are put on the hardest projects over and over again. 
There are no 'softball” projects,” says a high-performing manager at a 
leading strategy and management consulting firm, who we'll call Lisa. It 
makes sense: Of course, you”d want your best people on the most important 
projects. But 1f you keep going back to the same small group of people time 


and time again, you'll run the risk of wearing them out. 


They Use High Performers to Compensate for 
Weaker Team Members 


Lisa describes another unique characteristic of the experience of high 
performers: “You're seen as an exemplary employee, so you're expected to 
support lower performers and mentor others.” A senior manager from a 
leading technology company, who we”ll call Karen, recounts her experience 
on a project where this was true: “I spent a lot of time trying to coach and 


mentor them and quite honestly taking on a lot of their work because you 


feel that 1s what you”re supposed to do when others are struggling.” While 
many star performers do enjoy mentoring others, they understandably start 
to feel resentful 1f they think the boss 1s lettmg poor performers off the 
hook. 


They Ask High Performers to Help on Many Small 
Efforts Unrelated to Their Work 


“As a high performer, you have demands as a culture carrier, a mentor, and 
a resource for others,” Lisa says. Similarly, Karen describes how this 
practice affects her and her high-performing team members: “They are 
constantly being asked to help in small ways. “You're good at making 
slides. Can you make this one slide?” “You”re good at WordPress. Can you 
add this page?” Im just realizmg how much time Ive spent on all these 
one-off requests the last few weeks. And that's why I don't feel like Ive 
gotten anything done.” While this issue 1s often framed as a personal 
problem for people who don't know how to set boundaries or say no, 1t's 
more fairly seen as an organizational problem where the most hardworking 
people are “rewarded” with more work. 

To fix this, managers can start by becoming more aware of how these 
practices are affecting their organizations and looking to scale them back 
when possible. Beyond that, employers and leaders should look to three 
other strategies to help them support their high performers for the long 


term. 


Let High Performers Occasionally Pick Their Projects 


High performers generally are very motivated by the work. Yet, they don't 
regularly get the option to do the projects they care most about unless 1t 
happens to also be the hardest project available, or unless they agree to do 1t 
on top of their normal work. Letting them choose some of their projects 
reconnects them with the reason they are excited to do their job —something 
that can get lost in the throes of burnout. 

Lisa explams how such an opportunity saved her consulting job: 
“When I asked to be on a new project, I was managing a big team im 
addition to my other work, which included an exceptionally busy project. 
On the team I was managing, there was a low performer who was put on the 
team specifically for me to mentor and an mexperienced team member who 
couldn't work too independently . .. To add to all that, the partner was 
largely unavailable. I basically had to carry the team. After all that, I 
probably would have left if they hadn't granted my request to go on the 
project 1 asked for.” 


Create High-Performing Pairs 


High performers routinely find themselves separated from those they most 
closely relate to and enjoy working with. This happens for obvious reasons, 
but surrounding them with low performers increases their workload, saps 
their morale, and limits their development. Pairing two high performers of a 
similar level can help distribute this added weight and improve high 
performers” experience without leaving some teams with no high 
performers. “When I got to work with other high performers, 1t felt like a 


totally different experience. Not only did it make me feel more motivated, 


but it made me better because the other high performers were pushing my 
thinking. That's how you keep high performers growing. It's not just putting 
them on the hardest projects,” Lisa says. 

Is important to emphasize that these pairs should consist of 
employees at the same or a similar level. Placing a high-performing entry- 


level employee with a high-performing leader won't have the same effect. 


Keep Track of Additional Demands on Their Time 


Demands unrelated to core work are unsuspected drivers of burnout 
because they each feel so insignificant and 1t's hard to keep track of their 
aggregate effect. Karen offers the transition she put her team through as an 
example of how to address this: “We get a lot of requests into our team, and 
because we all want to serve others and say yes, we ended up spending all 
our time on work not related to our priorities. I spent a few months breaking 
them of that by saying, “You don't have the authority to say yes to anything. 
You can't say yes or no. You need to talk to me. It's my job to balance all 
priorities.” And this gives them a layer of protection.” 

Employers or leaders won't always need to be as draconian as this. In 
many cases, simply keeping track of all the requests in a single place can 
equip high performers with the awareness to tum down some of the 
incoming requests. 

These three strategies may seem to offer only marginal benefits, but 
1t's the accumulation of small savings and improvements that reduces the 


risk of burnout over time. High performers hold great value for any 


company, delivermg 400% more productivity than average performers. 
Companies will lose much of this value 1f they dont take deliberate action 


to protect their high performers from burnout. 


Matt Plummer is the founder of Zarvana, which offers online programs and 
coaching services to help working professionals become more productive 
by developing time-saving habits. Before starting Zarvana, Matt spent six 
years at Ban & Company spinout The Bridgespan Group, a strategy and 
management consulting firm for nonprofits, foundations, and 


philanthropists. Follow him on Twitter (ymtplummer. 
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CHAPTER 17 


How to Help Your Team with Burnout 


When You're Burned Out Yourself 
by Rebecca Knight 


As a manager, you want to do right by your employees and support them 
through intense work periods so they don”t get burned out. But this can be a 
challenge when you're feeling overly stressed yourself. How can you take 
care of yourself so that you have the time and energy to support your team? 
What steps do you need to take to reduce your stress level? And what 


actions can you take to improve your team members” well-being? 


What the Experts Say 


It's tough to find the energy you need to help others when you yourself are 
at your limits. Burnout—as opposed to more run-of-the-mill stress—can 
cause you to “feel utterly depleted,” says Susan David, a founder of the 
Harvard/McLean Institute of Coaching and author of Emotional Agility. 
And it “can permeate all aspects of your life. You are overtired and 
underexercised; you're not attentive to food and nutrition; and you're 
disconnected from relationships.” But 1t's not just you who suffers. “Your 


team is picking up on your stress, and 1t's making everything worse,” says 


Whitney Johnson, the author of Disrupt Yourself. So for the sake of both 
your health and the health of your employees, you need to summon all the 


resources you can to improve matters. Here's how to do that. 


Make your own health a priority 


Before you can help your team members manage their stress, you need to 
manage your own. “Instead of hunkering down and concentrating” on your 
job, “you need to stop, look around, and figure out how you're going to 
help your people get what they need,” says Johnson. A good starting point 
1s to take care of your physical and mental health. Eat healthy, wholesome 
food; exercise regularly; get plenty of sleep at night; “try meditating and 
find someone to vent to”-—preferably “not your boss.” Taking care of 
yourself 1s not an indulgent luxury; it's a matter of self-preservation. 
Johnson suggests sharing your tension-management techniques and rituals 
with your team. “Say, “Here's something I'm doing to manage the stress. 


This 1s how I cope.”” 


Tackle the problem as a group 


Even if you haven't fully reined in your stress, 1t's helpful to demonstrate 
that you take the issue seriously. You can even suggest that you all take on 
self-care as a team learning meditation as a group or sharing tips about 
what practices are working to reduce stress. You can make 1t a team goal to 
keep stress under control, says David. “Say to your team, “Even in the 
context of this change, how do we come together?” This 1s helpful for the 


group but will also keep you accountable for taking care of yourself. Don't 


force anyone into these activities though. A sense of autonomy can 
counteract the symptoms of burnout, so you want people to feel they are 


making their own choices. 


Exhibit compassion 


Don't be so hard on yourself or your team. “Burnout can often feel like a 
personal failing,” says David. But of course, that's not true: We are all 
susceptible to it—and, in fact, our “environment precipitates” it. We are 
“living mm an imperfect world, and yet we expect perfection.” Many 
organizations breed stress. “The ambiguity, the complexity,” not to mention 
the 24/7 nature of technology, leads many of us to feel “an extreme level of 
strain.” Be compassionate. Recognize, both inwardly and publicly, “that all 
of us are doing the best we can with the resources we have been given.” 
This doesn't mean that you're “lazy or lettng yourself off the hook.” 
Rather, you're “creatmg a psychologically safe place for yourself and 
others.” Johnson recommends talking your team through stressful periods in 
an honest but upbeat way. Yes, the workload 1s intense. And yes, big, high- 
stakes projects are daunting. Tell your team, “We are nm this together, and I 


know we can deliver.” 


Set a good example 


You also need to “think about the [behaviors] you're modeling” to your 
team, says David. “If you're running from meeting to meeting and don't 
have enough time mm the day to breathe,” what message does that send? Set 
a good example by making downtime a priority. Show your team that you 
don't always operate mm full-throttle mode at the office. “Brmg humanity 


ç 


back into the room,” she says. Johnson agrees. When “your people are 


completely overwhelmed,” you need to “encourage them to take regular 
breaks,” she says. “They need time to rest and rejuvenate and disconnect 
from work.” It's also important to set limits on how much work encroaches 
on evenings and weekends. Whatever you do, “don't send anyone on your 
team an email at midnight,” says Johnson. “You're thinking, “Ive got to get 
this out.” But you”re also throwing a grenade into your employees” peace of 
mind.” Instead, she recommends using Boomerang, or a similar program, 


that allows you to schedule emails. 


Focus on the why 


À common symptom (and cause) of job-related burnout 1s a “disconnect 
between a person's values” and the work at hand, says David. “You feel 
stressed and tired, and yet you continue to work and work and work,” all 
the while forgetting what drew you to your career and organization in the 
first place. “Tt can be toxic.” As a leader, you need to “develop a shared 
sense of why”—as in, why are we driven to accomplish the mission? As a 
boss, 1t's your job to galvanize your team. Remind them of the objective 
and why 1t's important to the organization and your customers. When 
people have shared values and connection, they are more likely to feel 


positively about their work. 


Advocate for your team 


If you and your team are suffermg under a heavy workload, 1t might be time 
to ask your boss for a reprieve. It is your responsibility “to advocate for 
your team within the context of your organization's goals,” says Johnson. 
She recommends talking to your boss about the effect stress is having on 


morale and performance. “Say, “My team 1s fully committed to this project, 


but people are tired. And we all know the law of diminishing returns.” 
Convey the consequences of burnout and describe how 1t is in your boss's 
best interest to take action. “There are going to be mistakes and slippage. 
And those will be costly.” Explam that you're worried you might lose 
people who are valuable to the organization. Then ask, “Can this deadline 
be pushed back? Or can this assignment be curtailed?” Think, too, about 
what you can “put im place within your team that can help,” says David. 
Perhaps certa meetings can be discarded or at least shortened. It's 


“important that leaders go to bat” for their employees. 


Be a source of optimism 


Whenever work 1s frenzied and frantic, make a concerted effort to promote 
positivity, says Johnson. This is hard to do when you are stressed out, but 
“look for the good,” she says. “Smile at people. And be kind.” Make sure 
you regularly acknowledge, recognize, and thank people for their efforts. 


299 


“Say, “Inotice you did X. Thank you. I appreciate 1t.”” Cultivate a feeling of 
community and social support. When your team hits a milestone or when a 
particular crunch time is over, celebrate. Acknowledge the 


accomplishments—yours and the team's. 


Rebecca Knight is a freelance journalist in Boston and a lecturer at 
Wesleyan University. Her work has been published m the New York Times, 
USA Today, and the Financial Times. 


Adapted from content posted on hbr.org, March 20, 2019 (reprint 
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CHAPTER 18 


Three Ways to Break Your Employees 


Out of the Busyness Paradox 
by Brigid Schulte 


For most of my working life, I've felt way too busy. Sometimes heart- 
stoppingly, wildly so—working long hours, missing out on family time or 
fun, and stressed beyond belief. And yet, a few years ago, as I was cleaning 
out my file cabinet before leaving the Washington Post after nearly 20 
years, I found folder after folder of half-reported stories that would have 
been good. Really good. If only I hadn”t been too busy to actually work on 
them. 

In the years since, I've thought about that moment with a mix of 
shame and regret. 1 largely blamed myself for not making the time to do 
more ambitious, high-priority work, or managing to get 1t all done within 
reasonable hours and have more time for life. It's only recently that Ive 
begun to see how I was trapped in a busyness tunnel. 

During the past two and a half years, Ive been working on a project 
with researchers from ideas42 (a nonprofit that uses behavioral science to 
solve real-world problems) to explore whether behavioral science design 


can help solve issues of work-life conflict. Our research finds that this 


conflict—which is a potent cause of stress and a key contributor to 
increases in poor health, a drop-off m productivity, and the stall m gender 
equality —is largely the result of how workers experience busyness. 

And perhaps most importantly, we've concluded that ending the 
busyness cycle may not be something workers can do on their own. The 


most promising solutions are at the organizational, not the personal, level. 


How Workers Experience Work-Life Conflict 


It's taken some time to get to these insights. In the first phase of the project, 
researchers with 1deas42 spent about a year working with three different 
nonprofit philanthropic organizations around the country. They made a 
couple of site visits to interview and observe the work styles of workers, 
managers, and leaders; the work culture; and how people interacted with 
their work environment to better understand the factors that drive work-life 
conflict. In the current phase, ideas42 scoped out five other nonprofit 
organizations and are working with three that have committed to design and 
test specific behavioral interventions to try to reduce 1t. 

As we reviewed some of the most recent site work, I was struck by one 
powerful disconnect that came up over and over agam: At virtually every 
organization, everyone interviewed said that work-life balance—the abihty 
to work effectively and have time for a fulfilling and healthy life outside of 
work—is a core value of the organization. And yet, every organization 
(including 1deas42 and the Better Life Lab, the nonprofit program I now 
direct) struggles to live that value. Emails can fly at all hours. Work spills 
into nights, weekends, vacations, hospital waiting rooms, and family 


celebrations. People are feeling burmned out. And yet despite this, many 


workers very publicly wear this overworked, overly busy work martyrdom 
like a badge of honor. At one organization, workers said they felt that no 
one should work more than 45 hours a week. Yet the typical employee 
actually works more than 52. 

Mission-driven nonprofits face a particular challenge. Workers there 
often think that their work is so important that it matters more than their 
compensation, health, or work-life balance. In fact, one recent study found 
that as many as half of all nonprofit employees are either burned out or on 
the verge of it. On the site visits, some workers said that, while they saw the 
benefit of work-life balance, they worked to the point of exhaustion because 
they love what they do. “We think [our work 1s] important, so 1t creates a 
disincentive in some ways to turn 1t off,” one participant told us. “If we all 
hated our jobs, 1t would be much easier to create worklife balance.” 

Leaders didn't fare much better. While they expressed a desire for 
better work-life balance—if not for themselves, at least for the rest of their 
staff-—they were often among the worst offenders, texting at 9 pm,, 
emailing over the weekend or at night, and rarely taking vacation. Some 
leaders weren't even aware how what they did (overwork) undermined what 
they said they believed (that work-life balance is important). Other leaders 
knew they weren't walking the talk: “We do a poor job modeling work-life 
balance,” said one. 

I realized then that really creating better work-life effectiveness would 
require more than just telling people to log out of email at night. Everyone 


at these work sites knew what they should be doing, but actually doing it 


was a different story. So whatever behavioral interventions researchers 
designed would have to address workplace cultures trapped in a broader 


busyness paradox. 


The Busyness Paradox, Explained 


Here's how the busyness paradox works: When we're busy and have that 
high-octane, panicked feeling that time is scarce—what one participant 
called the “sustained moment of hecticness” through the workday—our 
attention and ability to focus narrow. Behavioral researchers call this 
phenomenon “tunneling.” And, like being im a tunnel, we're only able to 
concentrate on the most immediate, and often low value, tasks right in front 
ofus. (Research has found we actually lose about 13 IQ points in this state.) 
We run around putting out fires all day, racing to meetings, plowing through 
emails, and getting to 5 or 6 p.m. with the sick realization that we haven't 
even started our most important work of the day. 

So we stay late at the office, or take work home in the evenings or 
weekends, and effectively steal time for work away from the rest of our 
lives. “If you”re m this firefighting state of time pressure and tunneling, 
you're not making time to meet long-term goals. You”re not dealing with 
any of the root causes that led to the firefighting m the first place,” said 
Matthew Darling, ideas42 vice president and project lead. “The tendency 1s 
to do the stuff that's easy to check off. That's all you have the bandwidth 
for.” Tunneling and busyness are mutually reinforcing, Darling added. 
“Focusing on short-term tasks makes you not make strategic plans, which 


causes you to be busy.” 


In theory, workers could just ignore any work they didn't complete 
before, say, 5 p.m., and callit a day. But it's hard to break out of the tunnel 
now: Unlike a century ago, when Americans showed their status in leisure 
time, busyness has become the new badge of honor. So even as we bemoan 
workplaces where everyone is busy and no one is productive, busyness has 
actually become the way to signal dedication to the job and leadership 
potential. One reason for this 1s that, while productivity 1s relatively easy to 
measure on a factory floor, or on the farm, we have yet to develop good 
metrics for measuring the productivity of knowledge workers. So we 
largely rely on hours worked and face time mm the office as markers for 
effort, and with the advent of technology and the ability to work remotely, 
being connected and responsive at all hours 1s the new face time. 
“Tunneling is no longer something that happens by accident,” Darling 
explamed. “It's a condition that workers are forced into by standard 
management practices.” 

So how can behavioral science interventions begin to nudge this 
powerful busyness bias that keeps us all so stressed out? 

One key will be to construct new mental models of the ideal worker. 
Right now, the model is someone who comes in early, eats lunch at their 
desk, stays late, emails at all hours, 1s always busy, and 1s always available 
to put work first—a definition that excludes anyone with caregiving 
responsibilities (who are, in the U.S., primarily women) or the desire for a 
healthy work-life balance. 

So the interventions ideas42 1s designing to improve work 
effectiveness and work-life balance may also wind up nudging the idea that 


an ideal worker in the 21st century is someone who does great work, is well 


rested and healthy, and has a great life outside of work-—not someone who”s 
trapped in the busy tunnel, chasing their tail, thinking small, and on the road 
to burn out. These interventions are designed with the very foundation of 
behavioral science in mind: that human decision making 1s shaped not by 


individual personality or willpower, but by the environment. 


Three Ways to Break Your Employees Out of the 
Busyness Paradox 


Recognize the power of social signals 


When we're at work, all we see are other people working. And when we see 
late-night emails or texts, we assume that our coworker or boss has been 
working all day or night without interruption, when perhaps they"d been out 
walking the dog or having dinner with their families. But that life outside 
work doesn't register because we don't see 1t. (We often don”t want to share 
our lives outside work with coworkers and bosses in order to preserve the 
busyness myth that we are always working.) 

“You end up miscalibrating,” Darling explained, or thinking that 
people are working more than they actually are, so you automatically think 
you have to as well in order to keep up. Researchers point to a classic study 
of such “norm misperception” and how prevalent and damaging 1t can be: 
One nationwide survey found that a large share of college students 
overestimated the amount of alcohol their peers consumed. Over time, the 
best predictor for how much students wound up drinking was how much 
they thought their peers were drinking, even though, in reality, their peers 


weren't drinking that much. 


To correct that “always on” misperception, researchers at ideas42 are 
testing the idea of making nonwork time more visible. They're asking 
managers to be more open about taking lunch breaks, leaving the office on 
time, working flexibly, going on vacation, talking about life outside of work 
or care responsibilities, and more demonstrably encouraging others to do 
the same—potentially even including life events on shared calendars. 
Another experiment involves automatic reminders. These reminders would 
go out at the beginning of every year and would prompt people to schedule 
their vacations. 

Researchers are also working with teams to design email, phone, and 
texting protocols to cut down or eliminate work communication outside of 
normal hours, particularly from leaders who set expectations for everyone 
else. Behavior might be tracked and made transparent so that, through the 
powerful nudge of social comparison, people and leaders would be held 


accountable and the new systems more likely to stick. 


Build in slack for important work 


Humans are terrible at estimating how much time and effort are actually 
needed to accomplish things. It's called the plannmg fallacy, and the 
busyness paradox only exacerbates that tendency to underestimate and 
overpromise. So one intervention being tested 1s for workers to intentionally 
create slack mm their calendars every week-—n other words, intentionally 
schedule a block of slack time to finish up any work that got delayed after 
an emergency popped up, or to finish a project that took longer than you 
thought it would. The team at ideas42 came up with the idea based on a 


study of hospital operating rooms that found leaving one room unused for 


emergencies, rather than booking to 100% capacity, actually increased the 
number of surgical cases and revenue while cutting down on staff 
overwork. 

Another idea is to create “transition days” at work before and after 
vacations, when the only expectation of workers would be to wrap up work 
before leaving and catch up on what they missed while they were out. That 
would give workers a better chance of truly unplugging and recharging 
during vacation, and help people ease back into work after. People won't 
feel as compelled to answer emails throughout for fear of falling behind, or 
dread juggling the awaiting inbox with immediate work demands. “You 
almost always need a lot more slack than you think you will” Darling 
explained, “and 1t 1s actually markedly important for doing good work.” 

Slack time requires a new mental model —recognizing that, no matter 
how carefully we plan, work emergencies and unexpected demands will 
always crop up and projects and tasks will usually require more time than 
we”ve allocated. So creating blank space 1sn't slacking off (pun intended); 
1t's time that enables you to get your most important work done effectively 


and keeping 1t from spilling over into the rest of your life. 


Increase transparency into everyone's workload 


Many people participating in our project felt they were always busy —going 
to meetings, answering emails, collaborating with others—but not 
necessarily productive. They found it difficult to find chunks of 
uninterrupted time to concentrate on a big project, much less plan or think 
or strategize. Some even said they used their paid time off just to have a day 


of uninterrupted, independent work. 


So one intervention that ideas42 researchers are experimenting with 1s 
an effort to “concretize” work by actually scheduling in time to work on the 
week”s priorities and making actual workloads transparent to bosses and 
coworkers. The thinking 1s that that transparency 1s likely to create positive 
friction every time someone wants to call a meeting. With priority work 
made more transparent, calling a meeting won't be seen as cost free, but a 
values trade-off. What 1s everyone not doing because they're at this 
meeting? And 1s the meeting the better use of everyone”s time? 

Another idea involves “meeting hygiene”-—can meetings become more 
efficient with a required agenda, limited time, and concrete action plan? 
Researchers may also test meeting and email blackout days to encourage 
concentrated work time. 

In the end, the hope is that these interventions will help people begin 
to act their way into a new way of thinking. If they see they can work more 
effectively and have a healthier work-life balance, perhaps instead of 
praising people who brag about being super busy and working all the time, 
they"ll begin to think: If workers aren't getting their most important work 
done, are on the verge of burnout, and have little time for life, what needs to 


change at this organization? 


Brigid Schulte is a journalist, author of the New York Times bestselling 
Overwhelmed: Work, Love, and Play When No One Has the Time, and 
director of the Better Life Lab at New America. 
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CHAPTER 19 


Helping Remote Workers Avoid 
Loneliness and Burnout 


by Jennifer Moss 


As more workers work flexibly or remotely, companies need to change the 
way they operate. “It forces structural and systemic change to accommodate 
different ways of working and different ways of being “available” and 
productive,” Dorothy Hisgrove, a partner and chief people officer at PwC 
Australia, told me. Remote and flex work also present new challenges for 
managers. In particular, I call your attention to two: helping your people 


avoid burnout and loneliness. 


Burnout 


People who use flex or remote policies often feel more grateful to their 
employers than those who do not. That feeling of indebtedness can lead 
some remote employees to keep their foot on the gas until they run out of 
fuel. In their paper “Doing More with Less? Flexible Working Practices and 
the Intensification of Work,” Clare Kelliher and Deirdre Anderson examine 
this unanticipated consequence of adopting flexible working practices. 
Using social exchange theory, the researchers suggest, “employees respond 


to the ability to work flexibly by exerting additional effort, in order to return 


benefit to their employer.” Some of the intensification happens at the 
employee level (choices they make to return the favor), but frequently, 1t's 
the employer intensifying the workload with requests that can't be 
accomplished within certain time frames. 

To ensure employees experience gratitude rather than indebted 
servitude, check in. Go beyond project updates and work-related 
conversations. Leaders need to know what is going on with their people 
beyond just their work. For example, be sensitive to employees who have 
been working heads down on a project for longer than normal. Rather than 
booking them into scores of virtual meetings immediately after coming up 
for air, give them some time to reconnect with family and recharge. 

Rethink which attributes constitute going above and beyond. Working 
longer hours, answerimng emails late at night, putting time m on the 
weekend, working while sick, piling up vacation days, not sleeping—those 
attributes are way too often considered high-performing traits. However, all 
1t does 1s Increase and reward the behaviors of burnout. Instead, lead by 
example and encourage your virtual staff to slow down (even when they 
don't want to) by supporting mental health breaks, taking vacations, and 
spending time with family. As leaders, we need to set up the margins—the 
space to recuperate—because our virtual staff won't. Instead, when time is 
available, remote employees will fill in the margins with additional work. 

Remember, our virtual workers are tougher to diagnose with burnout 
because you can't see changes in their personality on a day-to-day basis. 


Ensure there 1s a process of checking in and being aware of the signs. 


Loneliness 


According to the 2018 State of Remote Work, loneliness 1s the biggest 
struggle to working remotely. Although being alone 1s not the only cause of 
loneliness, 1t can be a significant contributor. It's also a dangerous and 
growing epidemic that scientists are taking seriously. We must be even 
more vigilant to this threat after more companies have switched to a digital- 
first policy. 

At the 125th Annual Convention of the American Psychological 
Association, Dr. Julianne Holt-Lunstad from Brigham Young University 
presented the results of 148 studies with a total of 308,849 participants. The 
study laid out the connection between loneliness and premature mortality. 
“There 1s robust evidence that social isolation and loneliness significantly 
increase risk for premature mortality, and the magnitude of the risk exceeds 
that of many leading health indicators,” Holt-Lunstad shared. 

What can managers do? One option, when available, would be to 
establish an “im the office” day, when remote employees are encouraged to 
come 1n. According to a Gallup poll of 9,917 employed U.S. adults, remote 
workers that come in to work at least once per week are the happiest. These 
“mostly” remote workers report a slightly higher rate of engagement, but 
more importantly, they were more likely than full-remote or full-office 
workers to say they had a best friend at work, and that their job included 
opportunities to learn and grow. 

For further-flung members of the team who can't come in weekly, 
make the investment to bring them to the office monthly or quarterly. Joe 
Granato, the chief supply chain officer at Mountain Equipment Co-op, told 
me that he believes finding the budget to gather in person should be 


mandatory: “Face-to-face time builds quality relationships, thus enabling 


trust and speed in communications. Having opportunities to be together (in 
the same space, not virtually) is a quality investment.” Granato also 
advocates for a “working remotely code” to help set shared expectations 
and make everyone feel looped into the strategy. 

Today?s flexible and remote work arrangements are far more fluid than 
the rigid flex-plan policies of yesteryear. Regardless of what HR policies 
may dictate, managers are going to do whatever to keep their people. That 
likely includes more flexible work options, paired with a management style 


that helps remote workers flourish. 


Jennifer Moss is an award-winning journalist, author, and international 
public speaker. She is a CBC Radio Columnist, reporting on topics related 
to happiness and well-beimg. She contributes regularly to Harvard Business 
Review and writes for the Society of Human Resource Management 
(SHRM). She sits on the Global Happiness Council im support of the UN”s 
Sustainable Development Goals related to well-being. Her book Unlocking 
Happiness at Work was named Business Book of the Year and her 
forthcoming book on bumout will be published by Harvard Business 


Review Press. 





Adapted from content posted on hbr.org, November 30, 2018 (product 
7H04096). 


SECTION FOUR 


How Organizations Can Combat 
Burnout 


CHAPTER 20 


Burnout Is About Your Workplace, 
Not Your People 


by Jennifer Moss 


We tend to think of burnout as an individual problem, solvable by learning 
to say no, more yoga, better breathing techniques, practicing resilience—the 
self-help list goes on. But evidence 1s mounting that applying personal, 
Band-Aid solutions to an epic and rapidly evolving workplace phenomenon 
may be harming, not helping, the battle. With “burnout” now officially 
recognized by the World Health Organization (WHO), the responsibility for 
managing it has shifted away from the individual and toward the 


organization. Leaders take note: It's now on you to build a burnout strategy. 


It's Not Me, It's You 


According to the foremost expert on burnout, Christina Maslach, social 
psychologist and professor emerita of psychology at the University of 
California, Berkeley, we are attacking the problem from the wrong angle 
(see chapter 24 of this guide). Maslach worries about misuses of the new 
WHO classification. “Categorizmg burnout as a disease was an attempt by 
the WHO to provide definitions for what 1s wrong with people, instead of 


what is wrong with companies,” she explains. “When we just look at the 


person, what that means 15, “Hey, we”ve got to treat that person.” “You can't 
work here because you're the problem.” “We have to get rid of that person.” 
Then, it becomes that person's problem, not the responsibility of the 
organization that employs them.” 

To Maslach's point, a survey of 7,500 full-time employees by Gallup 


found the top five reasons for burnout are: 


1. Unfair treatment at work 
2. Unmanageable workload 
3. Lack of role clarity 


4. Lack of communication and support from their manager 


5. Unreasonable time pressure ! 


The list above clearly demonstrates that the root causes of burnout do 
not really lie with the individual and that they can be averted, 1f only 
leadership started prevention strategies much further upstream. 

In our interview, Maslach asked me to picture a canary in a coal mine. 
They are healthy birds, singing away as they make their way into the cave. 
But, when they come out full of soot and disease, no longer singing, can 
you imagine us asking why the canaries made themselves sick? No, because 
the answer would be obvious: The coal mine 1s making the birds sick. 

This visual struck me. Although developing emotional intelligence 
skills —like optimism, gratitude, and hope—can give people the rocket fuel 
they need to be successful, 1f an employee 1s dealing with burnout, we have 


to stop and ask ourselves why. We should never suggest that 1f they" d just 


practiced more grit or joined another yoga class or taken a mindfulness 
course, their burnout would have been avoided. I have long been a 
proponent of empathy and optimism im leadership. I believe im practicing 
gratitude skills for a happier, higher-performing work and life experience. 1 
endorse the idea of building resilience to better handle stress when it arises. 
But these skills are not the cure for burnout, nor are they the vaccine. 

So, what 18? 

First, ask yourself as a leader, what 1s making my staff so unhealthy? 
Why does our work environment lack the conditions for them to flourish? 
How can I make 1t safe for them to work here every day? We have to dig 
into the data and ask our people what would make work better for them. 
More generally, we need to better understand what causes people to feel 


motivated 1n our organizations, and what causes them frustration. 


Motivation-Hygiene Theory 


Frederick Herzberg 1s known for his dual-factor, motivation-hygiene theory 
— essentially, what motivates us versus what basic needs must be met in 
order to maintain job satisfaction. Herzberg found that satisfaction and 
dissatisfaction are not on a continuum, with one increasing as the other 
diminishes, but are instead independent of each other. This means that 
managers need to recognize and attend to both equally. 

Motivators are different than hygiene factors. Motivation factors 
include challenging work, recognition for one's achievements, 
responsibility, the opportunity to do something meaningful, imnvolvement in 


decision making, and a sense of importance to the organization. On the 


other hand, hygiene factors include salary, work conditions, company 
policy and administration, supervision, working relationships, and status 
and security. 

Often, employees don't recognize when an organization has good 
hygiene, but bad hygiene can cause a major distraction. The latter can come 
down to seemingly innocuous issues, like having coffee in the break room 
one day and no more coffee the next. People feel it. Burnout happens when 
these presupposed features im our day-to-day work lives are missing or 
taken away. 

Maslach has affectionately named this feeling “pebbles.” She describes 
them as the tiny, incremental, irritating, and pammful stuff at work that can 
wear you down. Through my work, Ive seen this im action. Consider this 
example: The music faculty chairs at a university where I worked decided 
to put their entire annual improvement budget toward building a soundproof 
studio. They were certam the rest of the group would be thrilled. They were 
wrong. In reality, staff just wanted new music stands at a cost of $300. The 
existing ones were imbalanced or broken, and students would often find 
their sheet music on the floor when practicing. The ribbon-cutting event for 
the studio was lackluster, and engagement was low. Some faculty didn't 
even show up. The leadership expressed frustration with the lack of 
gratitude. Neither group shared their dissatisfaction with the other, and over 
the course of the following year, that seed of anger grew. The nontenured 
high performers sought out new opportunities, and the faculty lost talent. If 
staff had been given a say in how the budget was allocated, the team might 


still be intact for just $300. 


Maslach shared a story with me of a CEO who decided to put a 
volleyball court on the roof of his office building. Employees looked up at 1t 
and saw how seldom people were using 1t. It made them cynical because 
that money could have been going to so many other things: “They would 
think, 1f only T had some of that budget, T could fix [insert problem to be 
solved here] ” 

Leaders could save themselves a huge amount of employee stress and 


subsequent burnout 1f they were just better at askimng people what they need. 


Ask Better Questions 


When Investing in burnout prevention strategies, 1t's best to narrow down 
the efforts to small, micro-pilots, which mean a lower budget and less risk. I 
suggest starting with one or two departments or teams and asking one 
simple question: If we had this much budget and could spend 1t on X many 
items in our department, what would be the first priority? Have the team 
vote anonymously and then share the data with everyone. Discuss what was 
prioritized and why and start working down the list. Employees may not 
have the perfect silver-bullet solution, but they can most certainly tell us 
what 1sn't working —and that 1s often the most invaluable data. 

A larger pilot can start with some critical but some simple tactics. For 
example, take a referendum on some of the annual events. Ask your 
employees if they like the holiday party or the annual picnic? What would 
they keep? What would they change? Or is there something else that they 
would rather do with that money? Digital tools and simple surveys are easy 
to use and deploy —particularly if you ask a simple question. The part 


critical to making this tactic successful 1s in how the data 1s used. Before 


engaging 1n a practice like this—or any employee survey for that matter — 
something has to be done with the information. If you ask questions and 
don't bother with a reply, people begin to get wary and stop answering 
truthfully, or at all. 

If sending out questions digitally doesn't feel right, start by walking 
around. Some of the best data gathering comes from the MBWA style of 
leadership—management by wandering around. Maslach says she's 
witnessed hospital CEOs walking the floor, only to realize why people keep 
asking for, say, a new printer. They see that because the existing one 1s 
always breaking down and never serviced, it rarely has paper. So when 
someone wants to print out something for a patient, they are forced to run 
down the hall and get somebody to help or to find a printer that works. It's 
hard for leadership to then ignore needs after witnessing them firsthand. 

Organizations have a chance, right now, to fix this type of thing. 
Burnout is preventable. It requires good organizational hygiene, better data, 
asking more timely and relevant questions, smarter (more micro) budgeting, 
and ensuring that wellness offerimgs are included as part of your well-being 
strategy. Keep the yoga, the resilience tramming, and the mindfulness classes 
— they are all terrific tools for optimizing mental health and managing 
stress. But, when 1t comes to employee burnout, remember, 1t's on you 


leaders, not them. 


Jennifer Moss is an award-winning journalist, author, and international 
public speaker. She is a CBC Radio Columnist, reporting on topics related 
to happiness and well-beimg. She contributes regularly to Harvard Business 
Review and writes for the Society of Human Resource Management 
(SHRM). She sits on the Global Happiness Council m support of the UN”s 
Sustainable Development Goals related to well-bemng. Her book Unlocking 
Happiness at Work was named Business Book of the Year and her 
forthcoming book on bumout will be published by Harvard Business 


Review Press. 
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1. Ben Wigert and Sangeeta Agrawal, “Employee Burnout, Part 1: The 
Five Main Causes,” Gallup, July 12, 2018, 
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/237059/employee-burnout-part-main- 


causes.aspx. 
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CHAPTER 21 


Just Hire Better Bosses 


by Tomas Chamorro-Premuzic 


When 1t comes to working conditions, we've come a long way 1n the past 
100 years—and not just mm the wealthiest countries. Yes, there are still 
ghastly sweatshops, windowless call centers, and asbestos-ridden factories. 
But, for the most part, there has arguably never been a better time in history 
to be employed. 

In this industrialized world, most employees desire consumer-like 
experiences. Stable jobs that pay well and give recognition are no longer 
enough. People want meaning and purpose, a sense of calling, and jobs that 
are crafted to their unique personalities. They want flexibility, fair 
compensation, tasks that stimulate, and perhaps most of all, they want to 
feel safe showing their authentic selves. Top employers know that they must 
cater to these significant expectations to be serious competitors in the war 
for talent. 

Yet, there's still one, big unaddressed issue that keeps popping up: 
burnout. In the U.S. alone, workplace stress costs the economy around $300 
bilhon per year m absenteeism, diminished productivity, and legal and 
medical fees.! Unsurprisingly, study after study shows that stress and 


burnout are major drivers of staff turnover, accidents, injuries, and 


substance abuse. Even among the top companies and the most desirable 
places to work, this 1s a problem—and 1t's generally the consequence of one 
thing: bad leadership. 

In theory, leaders should be shielding their followers and subordinates 
from stress, operating as a beacon of calmness and safety throughout 
difficult times. In reality, however, leaders are more likely to cause stress 
than to reduce 1t. Millions of employees around the world suffer the 
consequences of bad leadership, including burnout, alienation, and 
decreased mental and physical wellbeing. This is particularly true when 
managers practice abusive behaviors, but at times, it's their sheer 
incompetence that demotivates, demoralizes, and stresses out their teams. 
Lacking technical expertise, having no clue how to give or receive 
feedback, failing to understand potential, or a general imability to evaluate 
their subordinates” performance are just some of the common signs of 
incompetence. 

If organizations want to improve their employees” work experience, 
they should start by improving their leadership. This will probably do more 
to reduce workplace stress than any other single measure. To that end, here 


are four critical lessons you should consider: 


Don't Hire Bad Leaders in the First Place 


We are better at predicting our behavior than changing it, and that also 
applies to our leadership problems. While organizations spend much more 
time and money on leadership development than selection, it should be the 
other way around. Studies show that leaders” performance—including their 


tendency to stress employees out-—can often be predicted using science- 


based assessments and data. There is no excuse for hiring leaders who 
consistently terrorize or alienate their teams. Moreover, 1t 1s not easy to 
simply coach someone to be pleasant, fair, and caring 1f they do not already 
attaim at least some of those assets naturally. 

Organizations should spend more time scrutinizing candidates who 
apply for leadership roles. Focus less on their past performance (particularly 
1f they are being promoted from an individual contributor role), and more 
on their actual potential. Do they have the right expertise? Are they curious, 
smart, and fast learners? Above all, do they have EQ, empathy, and 
integrity? Using science-based assessments to measure these traits will help 


companies avoid future leadership problems. 


It Is More Profitable to Remove Toxic Leaders Than 
to Hire Superstars 


As a Harvard Business School study shows, 1t 1s about twice as profitable 
for organizations to eliminate parasitic, toxic leaders than to hire top- 
performing ones.? Toxicity spreads faster and more widely than good 
behavior, and when bad behavior comes from the very top, it can pollute the 
company culture like a virus. 

Organizations can avoid this common trap by not only focusing on 
leaders” strengths, but also taking into account their potential flaws. What 
are their toxic or extreme tendencies? Do they display any dark-side traits? 
The key implication of the research here 1s that companies will be better off 
with above-average talent that 1s well behaved than with badly behaved 


superstars. 


Resilience Can Hide the Effects of Bad Leadership 


Few competencies have been in such great demand recently as resilience, 
perhaps because resilience enables employees to put up with bad managers 
(same goes for grit). In a similar vein, incompetent leaders can hide their 
incompetence by hiring resilient employees with high levels of emotional 
intelligence, as they will show up as “engaged” im employee engagement 
surveys even when they are poorly managed or unfairly treated. 
Organizations therefore need to ensure they don't assemble a 
workforce that is overly high in EQ or emotional stability. If you mostly 
recruit people who are dispositionally happy and cheerful as opposed to 
analytical and honest, 1t will be harder for you to detect problems with your 
leadership. Sure, this profile will generally be associated with higher levels 
of well-being, but it will also mask underlying leadership issues that need to 
be fixed. It is a bit like only reading customer reviews from your most 
lenient, positive, and friendly customers: Just because they are polite or 


have low standards doesn't mean you are doing a great job. 


Boring Is Often Better 


Although people can stress out (and freak out) for multiple reasons, the 
most common one 1s an inability to predict what comes next. Uncertainty 1s 
one of the most common drivers of stress. This also applies to leaders, 
which 1s why boring managers will be far less likely to stress out their 
teams and subordinates than managers who are flamboyant, eccentric, or 


charismatic—especially 1f they are explosive and unpredictable. 


To start, companies can reduce their reliance on short-term 
interactions, such as the job interview, when gauging leadership potential. 
The ability to put on a good show or performance during such instances 
says very little about the ability to be an effective leader. Instead, look into 
each candidate's track record and references to learn more about their 
leadership style and character. 

If companies are really interested in boosting their workforce”'s well- 
being, they should spend less time and money worrying about perks like 
office layout, team off-sites, and organic snacks, and more time ensuring 
that their employees are not traumatized by toxic or mediocre leaders. To 
provide a stress-free work environment, they need to hire competent 
leaders. Finding the right person may take more time, but the payoff will be 


worth the investment —for employees and for the organization at large. 


Tomas Chamorro-Premuzic is the chief talent scientist at ManpowerGroup, 
a professor of business psychology at University College London and at 
Columbia University, and an associate at Harvard”s Entrepreneurial Finance 
Lab. He 1s the author of Why Do So Many Incompetent Men Become 
Leaders? (and How to Fix It), upon which his TEDx talk was based. Follow 


him on Twitter (mWdrtcp or at www.drtomas.com. 
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Experiencing Workplace Stress,” survey, https://www.stress.org/workplace- 


stress. 


2. Michael Housman and Dylan Minor, “Toxic Workers,” working paper 


16-057, Harvard Business School, Boston, 2015. 
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CHAPTER 22 


The Best Ways Your Organization Can 


Support Working Parents 
by Daisy Dowling 


Stress and the resulting high risk of burnout among working parents hasn't 
exactly been a secret—a 2018 study by BPI Network found that 63% of 
U.S. working parents had experienced burnout—and some well-resourced 
companies, pre-Covid, offered a buffet of creative and luxurious perks to 
working parents to help them avoid it.! You read about them: things like 
unlimited leave, executive coaches for new mothers, food takeout vouchers, 
and “flying nannies” who jom their executive employees on business trips. 
In their efforts to do the right thing and woo talent, organizations reached 
for headline-grabbimng solutions. But we're in a different normal now— 
where the strugeles of working parents are even more apparent and 
resources even tighter. So 1f your organization cant offer glossy, cutting- 
edge benefits, here's what you can do instead. 

The most powerful work-life solutions are ones every organization can 
implement. They're low intervention and low drama. Managers can 
spearhead many of them, even without Institutional backing. And none of 


them cost an incremental dime. 


Over the past decade of leading human-capital and work-life efforts at 
Fortune 500 companies, I've advised management teams and coached 
individuals struggling to balance the competing demands of work and 
home. I've experienced the problem firsthand as a busy working mother, 
too. The following approaches are what Ive found the most effective. They 


may not be glamorous, but they”re practical, actionable, and get results. 


Start with the facts 


Before launching any support programs for working parents, gather the 
relevant data: Where do parents sit within the organization? What are their 
attrition patterns? What information can you gather from annual 
performance reviews or culture-survey data—or simply from informal 
conversations? The answers, which should be the basis of your working 
parent programming, may surprise you. One professional services firm I”ve 
worked with examined its new-parent retention rates. It didn'”t find attrition 
immediately after maternity leave, but there was a previously unseen 
pattern of departures 12-18 months afterward. The firm's strategy: Hold 
preemptive manager and HR checkpoints 9 to 12 months afterward, using 
the time to discuss work-life issues and career path. The result: better 
relationships between employees and managers, and a significant reduction 
in turnover. Finding the actual pain point, as opposed to the perceived or 


assumed one, 1s what leads to effective solutions. 


Define the demographic 


Most companies concentrate their efforts on “visible working parents”—for 
example, new biological mothers —focusing all programming on lactation 


rooms and other relevant supports. While these are positive, laudable steps, 


they address the problem too narrowly. Working parenthood 1s an 18-year 
job, and 1t is done by both men and women, biological and adoptive, gay 
and straight, in all kinds of family structures. Aligning your organization”s 
programs to this reality —for example, by encouraging all employees to use 
existing personal days for family care needs—better targets the issue 1n 1ts 


broad-spectrum reality, and 1t sends a more inclusive message, too. 


Acknowledge and foster peer-to-peer learning 


When working parents need advice or motivation, they tum to the real 
experts: their respected colleagues and mentors, people they trust who 
understand the politics and culture inside the organization. Providing basic 
guidance, even simple talking points, to these internal “peer coaches” 


enables them to deliver the right messages when 1t matters. 


Become a market maker 


Leverage your organization's existing infrastructure to connect working 
parents and to make practical aspects of parenting easier. Goldman Sachs's 
“Help at Home” intranet bulletin board allows any employee to trade tips 
and leads on childcare. Other companies use the same platform to let 
employees pass hand-me-down baby and child products to their colleagues. 
No intranet? À peg board in the cafeteria works just as well. The result: a 
more collaborative culture, and employees who spend less time worrying 


about and solving practical parenting problems. 


Focus the resources you do have on key transition points 


As im an Olympic relay race, working parenthood depends on the ability to 
successfully navigate transition points—the handoffs, the turns. Coming 
back from leave, welcoming a second or third child, or accepting a change 
1n role or schedule are just a few of the transition points that can derail or 
strain the most competent working-parent employee. That's why 
concentrating benefits and programming on these critical points can yield 
significant return on investment. Johnson & Johnson permits mothers and 
fathers to use their parental leave on a phase-back basis, ensuring not only 
time out of office but also a gentler return transition. As Peter Fasolo, 
global head of HR, states: The company doesn?t “dictate how someone 
should slice up those weeks” of leave. Other organizations offer counseling 
and support for parent employees who are changing roles or moving to a 
new office or region. Easing these pivot points can keep your employees 


more focused and engaged 1n the moment-—and over the long haul. 


Categorize communications 


Mitigate work-life stram and an “always on” culture by categorizing 
communications, particularly ones sent outside business hours. One top 
manager Iºve worked with sends each email with a header: “Not urgent”; 
“For Monday”: “FYI only”; “Urgent!” These simple labels let her large 
team, most of whom are working parents, easily sort through what needs to 
be done ASAP and what can wait until after the ballet recital or the 
weekend. Encouraging senior managers to do the same can make a huge 
impact im overall work-life balance perception, with no change im 


productivity. 


Make vacation nonnegotiable 


Has every one of your people taken their allotted vacation 1n the past year? 
Does anyone have significant accumulated rollover days? Who-—and why? 
How many of them are working parents? Type A professionals working im 
high-performance organizations often, even im the absence of direct 
pressure to do so, voluntarily bypass holidays and time off. Among working 
parents, this practice 1s particularly dangerous, leading to burnout, family 
issues, performance decline, or attrition. Smart companies and managers 
develop ways to signal to their employees that 1t's time to take a break. At 
one of my former employers, a demanding professional services firm, 
division heads left voicemails each June, encouraging their people to plan 


ç 


summer holidays. Another organization I know includes “vacation days 
taken” at the top of each employee's performance review, prompting 
manager attention. Encouraging employees to draw down on existing 
benefits 1s easier and more powerful than adding additional work-life 


programs. 


Set a visible example 


No program or policy will be as effective in supporting and motivating 
working parent employees as the example of admired leaders who are 
balancing job and family. The manager who keeps current photos of 
children at her desk, who visibly leaves early once a month for the school 
play or soccer game, and who (occasionally) refers to the evenmg of 
homework-checking she faces—all while projecting an upbeat, can-do 
attitude about work-—sends a powerful message: I can do this, and you can, 
too. Make certam you and the other managers mm your organization are 


modeling the behavior and attitudes you want to see in others. 


Encourage managers to get personal 


Many managers shy away from personal conversation for fear of being 
inappropriate, and many employees, particularly in pressured environments, 
hesitate to discuss personal issues for fear of seeming unprofessional or 
unfocused. Yet in high-performance organizations where hours are long and 
teams are tight, as one of my coachees puts 1t, “the job and your life become 
undistinguishable.” Savvy managers can help employees nip many work- 
life issues im the bud and make their people feel supported simply by 
opening the door to new conversations—in an appropriate way. At 
performance review time, asking, “Are there any other career concerns you 
want to discuss that I may not be aware of?” can effectively open the door. 
A simple “How were the kids this weekend?” telegraphs your care and lets 
employees know you have their backs. An employee who feels whole at 


work 1s less likely to look for other options. 


Advertise resources already in place—and destigmatize their use 


Many corporations already have significant employee resources already in 
place—employee assistance programs, counseling benefits, human 
resources staffers trained in coaching and employee support. Yet most 
employees don't know they exist, don't know how to access them, or are 
certam that access comes with professional consequence. Smart companies 
make existing benefits visible and accessible to all. For example, GE?s “GE 
for Me” website consolidates all working parent-related support and 
benefits information in a single, easily navigable location. And as one 


senior U.S. Navy leader told me, “My job mm creating a healthy command 


climate means advertismg the available support—encouraging people to 
access the practical programs, the counseling.” Don't just offer resources — 
help your people easily reach them. 

The personal and organizational challenges of working parenthood are 
daunting to all of us. But whether you're a sleep-starved new parent, a 
sympathetic manager, a senior leader, or all of the above, don't fall into the 
trap of waiting for big changes or of seeing the problem as so big and hairy 
as to be insurmountable. Find a strategy or approach that works, in the 


context you work in—and start moving. 


Daisy Dowling is the founder and CEO of Workparent, the executive 
coaching and training firm, and the author of Workparent: The Complete 
Guide to Succeeding on the Job, Staying True to Yourself, and Raising 
Happy Kids (Harvard Business Review Press, 2021). She can be reached at 


www.workparent.com. 
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CHAPTER 23 


Employee Burnout Is a Leadership 


Problem 
by Eric Garton 


Companies tend to treat employee burnout as a talent management or 
personal issue rather than a broader organizational challenge. That's a 
mistake. 

The psychological and physical problems of burned-out employees, 
which cost an estimated $125 billion to $190 billion a year in health-care 
spending in the U.S., are just the most obvious impacts. The true cost to 
busimess can be far greater, thanks to low productivity across organizations, 
high turnover, and the loss of the most capable talent. Executives need to 
own up to their role mn creating the workplace stress that leads to burnout — 
heavy workloads, job insecurity, and frustrating work routines that include 
too many meetings and far too little time for creative work. Once executives 
confront the problem at an organizational level, they can use organizational 
measures to address 1t. 

In the book I coauthored with Michael C. Mankins, Time, Talent and 
Energy, we note that when employees aren't as productive as they could be, 
1t's usually the organization, not its employees, that 1s to blame. The same is 


true for employee burnout. When we looked inside companies with high 


burnout rates, we saw three common culprits: excessive collaboration, weak 
time management disciplines, and a tendency to overload the most capable 
with too much work. These forces not only rob employees of time to 
concentrate on completing complex tasks or for idea generation, but also 
crunch the downtime that 1s necessary for restoration. Here's how leaders 


can address them. 


Excessive Collaboration 


Excessive collaboration is a common ailment m organizations with too 
many decision makers and too many decision-making nodes. It manifests 
itself mm endless rounds of meetings and conference calls to ensure that 
every stakcholder is heard and aligned. Many corporate cultures require 
collaboration far beyond what 1s needed to get the job done. Together, these 
structural and cultural factors lead to fragmented calendars and even 
fragmented hours during the day. Our research found that senior executives 
now receive 200 or more emails per day. The average frontline supervisor 
devotes about eight hours each week (a full business day) to sending, 
reading, and answering e-communications—many of which shouldn"t have 
been sent to or answered by those managers. 

Burnout 1s also driven by the always-on digital workplace, too many 
priorities, and the expectation that employees can use their digital tools to 
multitask and power through their workloads. Multitasking turns out to be 
exhausting and counterproductive as we switch back and forth between 
tasks. The costs of context switching are well documented: Switching to a 


new task while still in the middle of another increases the time 1t takes you 


to finish both tasks by 25%. A Microsoft study found that 1t takes people an 
average of 15 minutes to retum to an important project after an email 
interruption.! 

Companies can begin to address the collaboration overload problem by 
adjusting organizational structures and routines. One easy step 1s to look at 
the number of nodes m the organization. These are intersections in the 
organizational matrix where a decision maker sits. A proliferation of nodes 
is a sign of unnecessary organizational complexity, and nodes act as 
organizational speed bumps, slowing down the action and stealing 
organizational time and energy. 

Companies can also systematically examine how people go about their 
work. You can, for example, zero-base meeting calendars to determine 
which meetings are really necessary, how frequently they should be 
scheduled, how long they last, and who really needs to attend. You can also 
look at how you staff teams. Instead of 1solating star players by distributing 
them across teams, companies can often get better results by putting the 
high-energy, high-achieving players together on the same squad and having 
them tackle the highest-priority work. 

In addition to formal organizational changes, leaders can reduce 
burnout and raise enterprise productivity through softer interventions. For 
example, by adopting agile principles, leaders can motivate and energize 
teams, and give individual team members a way to own the results. With 
agile approaches, teams focus on fewer, more critical activities. Initiative 
backlogs are used to set priorities, and the team reprioritizes the list 


whenever they add new tasks. This provides a mechanism for sustamed 


focus on the most important priorities and constant pruning of less 
important ones. Projects are time-boxed and focused so that there is more 
doing and less energy-draming process. 

Executives can also work on culture and coaching. Leaders can help 
establish new cultural norms around time and make clear that everyone'”s 


time 1s a precious resource. 


Weak Time-Management Disciplines 


In most large organizations, the demand for collaboration has significantly 
outpaced the development of tools, disciplines, and organizational norms to 
manage it. Most often, employees are left on their own to figure out how to 
manage their time in ways that will reduce stress and burnout. They have 
limited ability to fight a corporate culture in which overwork is the norm 
and even celebrated. And few employees have the power—or temerity—to 
call off unnecessary meetings. 

But company leaders can do something. The first step is to get a 
handle on the problem. While executives like to measure the benefits of 
collaboration, few have measured the costs. But there are useful tools to 
measure how employee time 1s spent and how that affects burnout and 
organizational productivity. Ryan Fuller, the cofounder of a workplace 
analytics startup acquired by Micro soft, notes that executives often simply 
do not know how much time employees spend on activities that contribute 
to enterprise productivity, nor do they know how much time 1s lost or spent 
on less productive activities. His company's product is now marketed as 
Microsoft Workplace Analytics and provides one way to estimate how 


employee time 1s spent. 


Usmg data from such tools, you can map the places im your 
organizations where too much time 1s spent mm meetings, emails, or online 
collaboration. With this information, you can target changes m specific 
groups and functions to reduce the organizational drag that drams 
productivity and leads to burnout. Our data suggests that most executives 
have an opportunity to liberate at least 20% of their employees” time by 
bringing greater discipline to time management. Equally important, doing 
so returns to employees control over their calendars. We find that one of the 
greatest sources of organizational energy is giving employees a sense of 
autonomy. It pays to give people control of their days. It also helps to avoid 


micromanaging, which 1s another contributor to stress. 


Overloading of the Most Capable 


Employee workloads have increased in many organizations in which hiring 
has not matched growth; companies overestimate how much can be 
accomplished with digital productivity tools and rarely check to see 1f their 
assumptions are correct. The overload problem is compounded for 
companies because the best people are the ones whose knowledge 1s most 
in demand and who are often the biggest victims of collaboration overload. 
In one company we studied, the average manager was losing one day a 
week to email and other electronic communications and two days a week to 
meetings. The highly talented managers will lose even more time to 
collaboration as their overwork earns them more responsibility and an even 


larger workload. 


The same workplace analytic tools that can measure how much 
employee time 1s lost to unproductive activities can also measure the excess 
demands on the time of the best managers, enabling their bosses to redesign 
workflows or take other steps to avoid overload and burnout. 

Everyone knows the human toll of burnout. Unchecked organizational 
norms insidiously create the conditions for burnout, but leaders can change 
them to make burnout less likely. Giving people the time to do work that 
drives the company's success will pay huge dividends by raising 
productivity, increasing productive output and reducing burnout. Everybody 


wins. 


Eric Garton is a partner m Bam & Company's Chicago office and leader of 
the firm's Global Organization practice. He 1s coauthor of Time, Talent, 
Energy: Overcome Organizational Drag and Unleash Your Teams 


Productive Power (HBR Press, March 2017). 
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CHAPTER 24 


Burnout: What It Is and How to 


Measure It 
by Christina Maslach and Michael P. Leiter 


Over the past few years, it has been widely reported that burnout is rampant 
and growing throughout the world, with alarming statements like “50% of 
physicians are burned out,” or “millennials are now the burnout 
generation.” Burnout 1s seen as a major problem for many people, and the 
strong implication 1s that 1t 1s getting worse. However, the phenomenon of 
burnout 1s not new—people who have been worn out and turned off by the 
work they do have appeared im both fictional and nonfictional writing for 
centuries. In the past 60 years, the term “burnout” has become a popular 
way of describing this particular phenomenon—for example, the novel 
entitled 4 Burnt-Out Case im 1960 and the “burnout shops” of the 
burgeoning tech industries in the 1970s. The vivid imagery associated with 
the word 1s a major reason for this popularity, evoking both external threats 
(a raging fire that destroys everything 1n 1ts path) and internal response (the 
flame of personal passion has died out). In time, people started using 


“burnout” to describe what was going wrong 1n their own work life. 


By the late 1970s, questions were crystallizing: What is the burnout 
experience? Why 1s it a problem? What causes 1t? Answering these 
questions would require research tools that did not yet exist, which led to 
the creation of the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBD. First published in 
1981 and now im its fourth edition, the MBI 1s the first scientifically 
developed measure of burnout and 1s used widely in research studies around 
the world.! 

More recently the MBI has been applied for other purposes, such as 
individual diagnosis or organizational metrics. When used correctly, these 
applications of the MBI can greatly benefit employees and organizations. 
When used incorrectly, it can result mn more confusion about what burnout 
1s rather than greater understanding. Some of these applications are even 
unethical. 

With burnout on the tip of everyone”s tongue, we felt it was the right 
time to assess the use of the MBI in organizations. This chapter will give an 
overview about what the MBI 1s, cover some concerning ways that 1t 1s 
being misused, and show how employers should use it for the benefit of 


employees, organizations, and the worlds understanding of burnout. 


What Is the MBI? 


Based on an extensive body of international research evidence, m May 


2019 the World Health Organization made the following statement: 


Burn-out is... an occupational phenomenon. It is not classified as a 


medical condition. 


Burn-out is a syndrome conceptualized as resulting from chronic 
workplace stress that has not been successfully managed. It is 


characterized by three dimensions: 


e feelings of energy depletion or exhaustion; 


e increased mental distance from ones job, or feelings of negativism or 


cynicism related to ones job; and 


e reduced professional efficacy. 


Burnout 1s now clearly defined and officially recognized as a legitimate 
occupational experience that organizations need to address. 

The MBI assesses each of these three dimensions of burnout 
separately. Its format emerged from prior exploratory work on burnout im 
the 1970s, which used interviews with workers in various health and human 
service professions, on-site observations of the workplace, and case studies. 
A number of consistent themes appeared m the form of statements about 
personal feelings or attitudes (for example, “I feel emotionally dramed from 
my work”), so a series of these statements became the items m the MBI 
measure. The MBI developed an approach based on the frequency with 
which people experienced those feelings, with responses ranging from 
“never” to “every day.” 

After rigorous testing, the MBI-Human Services Survey (MBI-HSS) 
was published, followed by the MBI-Educators Survey (MBI-ES), and then 
the MBI-General Survey (MBI-GS), which was developed for use with 
people in any type of occupation. The MBI-GS was tested mm several 


countries, 1n several languages. 


In all versions, the MBI yields three scores for each respondent: 
exhaustion, cynicism, and professional efficacy. There 1s a continuum of 
frequency scores, from more positive to more negative, rather than an 
arbitrary dividing point between “present” and “absent.” A profile of 
burnout 1s indicated by more negative scores on all three dimensions. 

In research studies, the goal has been to study what things are 
associated with each of the three dimensions. For example, do some types 
of workplace conditions make it difficult to do the job well (lower 
professional efficacy) or create work overload (higher exhaustion)? Does 
the occurrence of burnout begin with exhaustion, which then leads to 
cynicism and the decline in professional efficacy, or are there other paths to 


burnout? 


Modifications and Misuses of the MBI 


The fact that the MBI produces three scores has led to some challenges. 
This complexity has led some to seek a simpler outcome by modifying the 
scoring procedure. First, some people have added the three scores together. 
The problem with this additive approach 1s that the same total score can be 
achieved by very different combinations of the three dimensions. Another 
misuse has been to consider the three dimensions as “symptoms” of 
burnout, and to then argue that a negative score on any one of these 
symptoms constitutes burnout. Another oversimplification has been to use 
only one question to assess each dimension. 

Second, some people have decided to use only one of the three 
dimensions of burnout (usually exhaustion), implicitly proposing a new 


definition of burnout. In another variation of this focus on exhaustion, some 


have argued that the correlation with measures of depression (which contam 
multiple items about exhaustion) mean that burnout is really just 
depression. 

Third, another scoring modification has involved arbitrarily dividing 
the sample of respondents in half and inaccurately assuming that the half 
that has more negative scores 1s burned out, and the other half 1s not. Some 
have used the descriptions of the range of scores, which divide the range 
into thirds (lower, mid-range, upper), as the arbitrary cutoffs for “low, 
medium, and high burnout.” When their study replicates that same range, 
they imnaccurately claim that “a third of the group 1s highly burned out.” 

What leads to all these misuses? A major reason for these scoring 
modifications (and resulting imaccuracies) 1s that many think of burnout as 
some sort of medical disease or disability, and they want a single score that 
can diagnose whether individual employees have this disability or not, yet 
we never designed the MBI as a tool to diagnose an individual health 
problem. Indeed, from the beginning, burnout was not considered some 
type of personal illness or disease—a viewpoint that the WHO reiterated im 
its May 2019 statement. However, many forms of personal therapy or 
treatment can only occur, or be covered by insurance, 1f there 1s an officially 
recognized diagnosis within the overall health-care system. There has been 
continuing pressure to define burnout in medical terms to make 1t fit within 
that system. 

Even more troubling is the misuse of MBI scores to identify 
(sometimes publicly) people who are “diagnosed” as burned out and who 
therefore need to be dealt with in some way (“you should seek counseling,” 
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“your team needs to shape up,” “you should quit 1f you can't handle the 


job”). Research studies consider this nonconfidential use of MBI scores 
within organizations to be unethical. Given that there 1s no clinical basis for 
assuming that bumout is a personal disability, and no evidence for 
established treatments for 1t, the use of an individuals scores 1n this way 1s 


clearly wrong. 


Best Practices for Using the MBI at Work 


The MBI was designed for discovery —both of new information that 
extends our knowledge about burnout and of possible strategies for change. 
This discovery can also take place when organizations use the MBI for 
practical studies and planning. When the MBI is used correctly, and im 
strategic combination with other relevant information, the findings can help 
leaders design effective ways to build engagement and establish healthier 
workplaces in which employees will thrive. 

First, new research has revealed how to bring together all three MBI 
dimensions in a comprehensive and meaningful way.? This new scoring 
procedure for the three dimensions generates five profiles of people's work 


experience: 
e Burnout: negative scores on exhaustion, cynicism, and professional 
efficacy 
e Overextended: strong negative score on exhaustion only 
e Ineffective: strong negative score on professional efficacy only 


e Disengaged: strong negative score on cynicism only 


e Engagement: strong positive scores on exhaustion, cynicism, and 


professional efficacy 


All five of these experiences need to be better understood, not just the 
two extremes of burnout and engagement. When measured properly, 
evidence suggests that only 10% to 15% of employees fit the true burnout 
profile, whereas the engagement profile appears twice as often, at around 
30%. That leaves over half of employees as negative m one or two 
dimensions —not burned out, but perhaps on the pathway there. 

When research findings are gathered on how people are reacting to six 
key components of their workplace culture (workload, control, reward, 
community, fairness, values—as reflected by scores on the Areas of 
Worklife Survey, or AWS), each profile shows a very different pattern.? For 
example, the overextended group has just one key problem: workload (high 
demands and low resources). But the disengaged or imeffective groups seem 
to have other problems, including fairness m the workplace, or social 
rewards and recognition. The burnout group has major issues with multiple 
aspects of the workplace—a pattern that stands im sharp contrast to the 
“exhaustion-only” overextended group. Any solution that an employer 
undertakes to improve the work-life experience needs to account for the 
varying sources of the five different patterns, rather than assuming that one 
type of solution will fit all. 

Second, organizations should not use the MBI im isolation. They 
should combine its findings with those of other tools to determine the likely 


causes of the five profiles. A single summary of employees” MBI scores 


does not provide any useful guidance on why the summary looks like 1t 
does, nor does 1t suggest possible paths to improvement. 

For organizations that do not have internal resources to conduct an 
applied study of employee burnout and engagement, an alternative option 1s 
to obtain assessment services from consultants or test publishers. External 
surveyors can assure confidentiality by acting as intermediaries between 
employee respondents and management. They often have a greater capacity 
to generate individual or work group reports. Large organizations do not 
have one overall profile on these issues: scores vary considerably across 
organizational units. Important questions include, What 1s the percentage of 
each profile within various units of the organization? Is burnout a problem 
only im certam areas or withm certam occupational specialties? The 
organization can then use such reports to develop optimal policies and 
practices to effect positive change. 

The online surveys for assessing burnout need to include an option for 
employees to provide their own written comments and suggestions. People 
often put a lot of thought and effort into their comments, and the results can 
give valuable insights, especially 1f themes emerge across a wide range of 
responses. Employers may add supplemental questions to target issues that 
are specific to the organization at that time. 

There 1s an important caveat with respect to these kinds of 
organizational assessments—organizations must share the results with the 
people who generated them. All too often, we have seen leaders collect 
information from their employees but never provide any feedback about 
what they learned and whether they will actually use that information for 


positive improvements. When employees do work that is not 


acknowledged, the risk of cynicism and frustration rises. It 1s important for 
leaders to reflect on the implications of the pattern of scores and the themes 
of the comments. Management at all levels has to clearly communicate the 
importance of the organizational assessment; the goal is to make positive 


change, and management will take action. 


Conclusion 


“Burnout” has become a popular umbrella term for whatever distresses 
people in their work, but we hope that this chapter helps clear up some 
misconceptions. Although the label can be misused and misunderstood, 1t 1s 
an important red-flag warning that things can go wrong for employees on 
the job. That warning should not be ignored or downplayed but should 
incite course corrections. All stakeholders from lime workers to the 
boardroom need a complete understanding of what burnout 1s and how 1t 
can be properly identified and successfully managed; this is essential to 


reshaping today”s workplaces and designing better ones 1n the future. 


Christina Maslach is a professor of psychology and a core researcher at the 
Healthy Workplaces Center at the University of California, Berkeley. She 1s 
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